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Introduction and Foreword 

So we had this fabulous writer‟s conference, the only one in 
the history of the project. Kyle flew in from California, Jason 
and Kristy joined in, and we covered a dry erase board and 
more with the plot elements. 

I wanted to tell a story so big that it touched on everybody‟s 
corner of the fan fiction project. We had a vampire invasion 
that swarmed everywhere. We sketched out all the stories, 
more or less. When the time came for writing, in the end I 
wrote everything that made it into the arc, which meant 
taking over some of the stories because they were needed for 
the plot to go forward.  

The conference did not result in collaborative writing, but I 
appreciate the delightful conversations and ideas and 
counter-ideas that led to a great romp with superheroes and 
vampires battling it out. 

One of the best parts of fan fiction is problem solving, just 
like in comic book movies. With my concept of vampires, 
how do you get a half vampire like Blade? In a world with no 
mutants, how do you have a girl develop power to see into 
dreams? How can you adapt and confront one of Strange‟s 
first enemies and make the story awesome? You are about to 
read my answers. 

Andrew Shields, Author 

This is a work of fan fiction, adapting material from comic books, 
movies, and other sources. I do not claim to copyright the materials I 

have borrowed for this. This book may not be sold. 
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A Shade Too Bitter 
January 15 

 Snow scoured the face of the ancient house, driven by a 
merciless and tormented wind. Unbound, the howling sky 
gushed across the ancient moor, lashing all that stood in its 
way with sheets of thin snow. Uneasy in the tempestuous 
night, the ancient house shifted and muttered, full of shadow. 

Only one room was lit. Candles shuddered and 
danced in the tower‟s single chamber, mostly protected from 
the fury of the storm but not entirely immune. 

 With a hoarse gasp, the old man leaned back, his eyes 
clenched shut, squeezing blood from his tear ducts. His 
unsteady hand reached down to his side and grasped a 
spotted handkerchief, already dabbled in rusty stains. He 
pressed it against his eyes as he struggled for deeper breath, 
his thick chest heaving under the heavy robes that befit one 
of his status in the mystic arts. The crystal on its stand 
glowed with a deep resonant light, a light that was filled with 
unspeakable darkness. 

 “Catherwood,” he managed to gasp out, his voice 
feeble. He held the handkerchief firmly pressed to his eyes.  

 The small door opened, and an aging butler ducked in. 
“Sir, I must protest. Again you scry in the Crystal of Bas-
Lyonesse? So soon after the last attempt?” Catherwood set 
the tray he carried down on a small table. A bottle of wine 
stood next to a goblet, and beside them was another freshly 
pressed and pristine handkerchief. 

 “I have seen it,” the old man intoned. “Unless the 
Sorcerer Supreme be warned in time, all is doomed!” He 
discarded the blotted handkerchief, and with wildly staring 
and bloody eyes he glared at his butler. “You cannot guess,” 
he said, his voice gathering strength. “Insanity. Destruction. 
The corruption. Time… is almost out.” Lightning tore across 
the sky outside, and thunder bashed into the house, rattling 
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the windows with its force. The wind screamed, tearing at the 
massive house‟s roof. 

 “I must warn him swiftly,” the old mystic murmured. 
He struggled to rise. 

 “Shall I fetch the telephone, sir?” Catherwood said 
pointedly. 

 “No time for that.” The old man whipped a small rug 
aside. On the floor was inscribed two concentric circles. 
Carefully scribed runes were between the circles, runes from 
a lost dialect. The mystic settled himself into the lotus 
position, careful to be sure no stray cloth covered the runes.  

 Catherwood felt the hair rise on the back of his neck, 
and his tongue was lost to confusion as he felt an 
otherworldly pressure build in the room. One that did not 
radiate from his master, whose eyes rolled back in his head as 
he chanted a timeless incantation. 

 “M-master,” he said, feeling numb as something 
howled, echoing the wind. 

 Something inside the house. 

 He cried out as the door burst open—the candles 
guttered, and there was a wild flapping of cloth and a 
desperate scream. 

 Then all was dark. 

 

January 16 

 She gasped as she sat bolt upright in bed, clutching at 
her chest. 

 A single blink, and she assured herself that she was 
indeed alone in her room, that she was in her own bed. All 
was as it should be. Her heart did not stop wildly pounding. 

 “Damn,” she murmured as she gently closed her eyes. 
She grasped at the fading wisps of the intense dream that had 
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rocked her sleeping mind to its foundations. Nightmare. Just 
a dream. 

 Another one. 

 She kicked out from under the blankets, swung around, 
and rose to her feet in a smooth decisive motion. Rubbing 
the back of her neck, she opened the door and padded out of 
her bedroom. 

 “Illyana?” she said softly, looking at her roommate‟s 
closed door. She knocked gently once and opened the door. 
Illyana was not in her bed. A penny was on the nightstand, 
however. 

 “Good,” murmured the blonde woman. She nodded 
once and closed the door. She headed to the kitchenette, 
glancing at the clock. Quarter to four. 

 “This is no time to be out of bed,” she murmured to 
herself as she opened the refrigerator and pulled out the milk 
carton. She poured herself a tall glass of milk and put the 
carton back in the fridge. She thought for a long moment, 
then she drained off the glass in a single effort and she rinsed 
out the glass. “Enough sleep,” she said aloud. “Let‟s go see if 
the Doctor is up.” 

* 

 She let herself in and closed the door. Glancing around 
in the shadows, she satisfied herself that all was as it should 
be. She mounted the stairs and proceeded down the hallway 
past the many doors. At the end of the hall was a massy set 
of double doors that few forces on earth could dislodge if 
they chose to remain shut. 

 One of the doors creaked gently open. She smiled to 
herself and knocked as she peered in. 

 “Good morning, Valeria,” the thin man said. “It‟s early, 
even for you.” 
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 “Good morning, Strange,” she said as she stepped into 
the peculiar room. Her alert senses were uneasy with the odd 
shift in atmosphere, as usual. This place was… different. 
Gravity, atmospheric pressure, magnetic north; everything 
was just a bit off in here. The tall thin man turned to face her 
as he re-shelved a heavy and aged book. 

 “Trouble sleeping?” Strange said, his face serious. 

 “Again,” she nodded. “Illyana is having trouble sleeping 
too. She‟s taken to sleeping in her underspace realm. She says 
she doesn‟t get the nightmares when she sleeps there.” 
Valeria smiled to herself. “We‟ve worked out a code. If she 
goes to the underspace to sleep, she leaves a penny on the 
nightstand so I know she‟s not just missing.” 

 “Clever,” Strange nods. “And yet worrisome.” 

 “How is that?” she asked. 

 He gestured at a chair, and she sat down as he walked 
under his skylight and gazed up at the glow the clouds 
reflected back down at the city. He wore a simple robe over 
what could be pajamas, and his feet were slippered. He 
heaved a deep sigh. 

 “Something is going on,” he said. “I can‟t quite put my 
finger on it, and it‟s driving me crazy.” 

 She waited, saying nothing. 

 With a gesture, he dimmed the lights in the room. He 
glanced at a peculiar domed cylinder mounted on a three 
legged stand. The cylinder cracked along a seam, then slid 
open. A crystal globe drifted up from within. It was a perfect 
replica of the planet Earth. 

 “Magnificent,” Valeria said simply. She watched the 
slowly spinning crystal, marveling at its detail. 

 “Normally,” Strange said softly, “the light from that 
crystal would fill the room. As it is, the crystal simply reflects 
the room‟s ambient lighting.” 
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 “What does that mean?” Valeria asked. 

 “Something is pushing at our world,” Strange replied, 
somber. He still gazed out through the skylight. “Some 
malignant force is driving through the astral plane, tightening 
on the Earth until it can find a way to bring itself through the 
ancient barriers that keep the great powers of other 
dimensions from physically manifesting in our world. 
Somehow,” he added, tightening his jaw, “this force is 
eluding my detection. We are buried in darkness so deep that 
it seeps into the dreams of sensitives. Before much more 
time passes, everyone on earth will be unable to rest. The 
Earth is a submarine approaching crush depth,” he said 
softly. “The hull of reality is warping with the pressure. But 
somehow, whatever is doing this is able to hide from me. It‟s 
almost as though it knows where I‟ll look.” He lapsed into 
silence. 

 “Perhaps you need a fresh perspective,” Valeria said. 

 “Indeed,” Strange nodded. “I‟m glad you came early. 
You‟ve completed our arrangements to go to London, yes?” 

 “Two weeks ago,” she nodded. “I look forward to 
seeing London. I‟ve never been there.” 

 “You may see both more of it and less of it than our 
plan would indicate,” Strange said. He glanced at her. “I‟m 
not just going for the London distributors to talk about 
increasing international Planetary circulation.” He looked 
back out the window. “I got a message from an old friend. 
He lives near Hereford, north of London. I‟ll be consulting 
with Sir Clive Bently on this phenomenon. Bently specializes 
in divination and scrying, and he‟s already been at work 
puzzling out the identity of this menace, even before I 
contacted him. He was one of the first to feel it swelling 
around and beneath the earth.” 

 “I know about Bently,” Valeria said, suppressing a 
smile. “I know about all your friends, actually. I do read your 
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magazine. It helps that you coerce everyone you know into 
writing an article.” She arched an eyebrow at him. 

 “Does it,” he said absently, half returning her grin and 
failing to look at all sheepish. “Ah yes. He wrote that stellar 
article on ectoplasm and its place in a séance.” He smiled. 

 “Precisely,” Valeria said somewhat primly. 

 There was a snap hiss of a teleporting stepping disc in 
the hallway outside the Sanctum, and a young woman 
knocked at the door. It creaked open, and Valeria and 
Strange looked at the newcomer. 

 “Good morning, Illyana,” Strange said. “Couldn‟t 
sleep?” 

 “Got all I need,” she shrugged. “What is this, a staff 
meeting? I‟m feeling left out.” She grinned. 

 “You know Valeria and I are going to England later 
today,” Strange said. She nodded. “Will you house sit for 
me?” 

 “Sure, no prob. I‟ll just get some of my things,” she 
said. “You want me to just stick with studying the Faltine 
iterations until you get back?” 

 “Perfect,” Strange smiled. She nodded to herself, then 
strolled back out into the hallway and teleported out of the 
house. 

 “She‟s come a long way,” Valeria observed. 

 Strange nodded. “But it is a long journey,” he said. “It 
took her a some time to take the first step that mattered.” 

 “But she took it,” Valeria said. 

 “And all our lives are richer for her triumph,” Strange 
replied, looking her in the eye. He smiled briefly. “I must 
pack. We have a long journey before us as well.” 

* 
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 Doctor Strange and Valeria stood in the bustle of Heath 
Row airport, looking around. Strange was dressed in a 
modest suit and tie, a bright red trench coat over all. Valeria 
was dressed in a conservative pant suit, and she wore her hair 
back. Slim steel rimmed glasses accented the dark suit and 
hid her eyes. She looked the part of Strange‟s assistant. 

 “Odd,” Strange murmured, looking through the crowd. 
“Catherwood should be here waiting for us.” 

 “Who?” Valeria said. 

 “Bently‟s manservant. The old ways die hard here.” He 
smiled. 

 A woman approached them. “Doctor Strange?” she 
said. 

 “Yes,” he replied, looking her over. Her dark hair was 
pulled back in a bun, and though she was shapely she was 
dressed in the austere severity of a black skirt and a black 
jacket that concealed most of her white blouse. At her throat 
was a dark ribbon, and lace spilled out at her cuffs. Her eyes 
were deep and shadowed with worry, her cheekbones high 
and her mouth precise. Strange guessed her age to be around 
thirty. 

 “I am Victoria Bently,” the woman said. “I‟m here to 
meet you so we can take the train to Hereford, where 
Catherwood is waiting with the car.” She turned and began 
navigating the crowd. Strange and Valeria exchanged a 
glance, and followed. 

 “A pleasure to meet you,” Strange said. “How are you 
connected to this business?” 

 “I am Sir Clive‟s niece,” she said over her shoulder. 
“I‟m glad you came. There‟s been a problem.” Her accent 
was clipped and purposeful. “Further conversation will have 
to wait until we‟ve boarded the train.” 

 Strange nodded to himself, his mouth closing to a thin 
line.  
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 Not good. Not good at all. 

* 

 The train swayed gently, rhythmically clattering as they 
chugged north along the rails. Outside, the snowy 
countryside flashed by, mutely glowing under the clouded 
sky. 

 Strange and Valeria sat on a train bench, facing Victoria. 

 “Now that we‟re settled,” Strange said, “tell me more 
about what happened to Sir Clive.” 

 Victoria shifted uneasily. “According to Catherwood, 
Sir Clive was scrying rather a lot in the days leading up to 
his… accident. He found something that disturbed him a 
great deal, and he said something to Catherwood about 
needing to warn the Sorcerer Supreme, whoever that is. Sir 
Clive took a risk, and got into his circle of protection and 
tried to assume his ethereal form. That had never been his 
best trick,” she said, shaking her head. “Something went 
wrong.” She bit her lip. “You‟ll just have to see him.” 

 “When was this?” Strange asked. 

 “Two nights ago,” Victoria said. “I was at his side the 
next day, when Catherwood called. It‟s… disconcerting. I‟ve 
never seen anything like it.” 

 “And you‟ve seen more than your share,” Strange said, 
fixing her with a saturnine gaze. 

 She blushed and looked away. “Sir Clive almost took 
me on as his apprentice,” she said. 

 “Why didn‟t he?” Strange asked. 

 She sighed. “He couldn‟t bear the risk of me starting the 
studies and then stopping when I was aware but unskilled. 
He thought dabbling was too dangerous and he feared I 
wouldn‟t have the discipline to stay the course. I‟ve had to 
live with that,” she said with a shrug. 

 Strange nodded. “Where do you live?” 
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 “London,” she said wryly. She looked at him over her 
glasses, amused. “I‟m a bookseller.” 

 Valeria couldn‟t be sure, but she thought that Strange 
looked pleased. 

* 

 They disembarked and stood on the train platform, 
glancing around. A balding man in his fifties dressed in a 
long coat saw them, and his eyes lit up. He made his way to 
their party, and bowed stiffly. “Doctor Strange,” he said in 
veddy proper English. “It is a relief, a delight to see you 
here.” 

 “Good to see you again, Catherwood,” Strange said 
with a nod. “I wish it were under happier circumstances.” 

 “Yes,” Catherwood said earnestly. “Yes indeed. And is 
this your new apprentice?” 

 “No,” Strange replied, “my new apprentice is looking 
after the Sanctum at home. This is my assistant, Valeria von 
Doom.” 

 “A pleasure to meet you,” Catherwood said with 
another stiff bow. Valeria arched an eyebrow and glanced at 
Strange. 

 “Likewise,” she said. 

 “Let me take your things,” Catherwood said. “The car is 
over this way.” 

 In a few minutes they had piled into the old touring car, 
their light luggage stowed in the trunk, and Catherwood was 
navigating the snow-rutted road out of town and up onto the 
moor. 

 “Victoria tells me you were there when misfortune 
caught up to Sir Clive,” Strange said. 

 Catherwood shivered. “I‟ll not speak of it under open 
sky,” he murmured with a suspicious glance at the restless 
clouds. “Nor in the dark. Let‟s get to the house, to light and 
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proper privacy, then I‟ll tell what I can.” He pulled a small 
amulet from his coat and kissed it, then let it fall back to his 
chest. Valeria sighed, and Strange looked at her. 

 “How much farther?” Victoria asked. 

 “Just a few more kilometers, we‟re almost there,” 
Catherwood replied. 

The road was hemmed in by hedges on either side, 
and only one lane was plowed down the center instead of 
two. Driving clear of the trees, they saw the ancient pile of 
Bently Manor hunched in the snow, hulking and vast and 
ancient. 

 They parked in the circle drive, and Valeria was 
surprised to see a small bulldozer blade mounted on a 
snowmobile. She understood how the drive had been 
plowed. Then they walked up the snowy steps to the grand 
double doors. Catherwood applied himself, and one of the 
doors swung open, a fairly dramatic event since it was made 
of four inch thick solid oak. 

 They stood in the echoing foyer as Catherwood slung 
the heavy door shut. “If you like I shall take your coats,” he 
said, “though you may wish to get to one of our inhabited 
areas first. It is not economical to heat the entire house, so 
we‟ve chosen areas to maintain in weather so cold as this.” 

 Strange nodded. “I see no reason to delay. Please take 
me to Sir Clive.” 

 “Yes,” Catherwood said uneasily. “Yes of course.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 The four of them mounted the stairs in the gloom of 
the foyer, and on the second floor they followed a corridor 
past uncounted and closed doors. Their breath wreathed 
around their heads as they walked down the hall, dimly 
illuminated by the reflection of muted and scattered sunlight 
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making the snow outside seem to glow with an inner light. 
Catherwood took them up a tightly twisting servants‟ 
staircase, then they walked into a chilly room full of windows 
in the ceiling and wall, with heavy iron planters that bore no 
life. 

 “This is the solarium,” Victoria said, just for something 
to say. They reached the other end and Catherwood 
produced a key to unlock a small nondescript door. 

 “This leads to the tower,” he said. He pointed down the 
hall next to them. “This is where your rooms will be for 
tonight, and longer if you so require.” His shaking hands 
managed to unlock the staircase to the tower. He opened the 
small door and stepped aside. “If you please, Doctor,” he 
said. 

 Strange nodded curtly and stepped into the stairwell. It 
was a curling spiral staircase. He navigated it through its 
turns and he came to a small antechamber. It was bitterly 
cold up in the tower. He blew on his hands and opened the 
small door. 

 Ducking through, he found himself in a chamber. A 
stand held a crystal on a table. To one side, a bookshelf for a 
few select tomes. Slim windows were set all around the wall. 
Just enough height to comfortably stand. And at the back of 
the room sat Sir Clive Bently in his circle of protection. 

 Strange‟s eyes widened as he saw Sir Clive. Valeria 
stepped through the small door into the room. 

 “He‟s aged a decade since I saw him last,” Strange 
breathed. Indeed, the man in the circle looked to be pushing 
eighty years old, his flesh sunken and his hair wild. He sat in 
what should have been a pose of peaceful meditation, but 
instead his jaw was locked as if in struggle, and his eyes 
bulged behind their lids.  

 “He‟s aged years since I left this morning,” Catherwood 
added from the antechamber. “Something is killing him.” 
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 Strange maneuvered himself so his back was to the 
door. From his pocket, he drew out a gold circle the size of 
his palm, with a peculiar bead style border. He affixed the 
amulet to the collar of his coat so it hung at his throat. He 
nudged it with his will, and the amulet creased, then opened. 

 An eye made of pure gold and light was within. A warm 
glow suffused the chamber as the Eye gazed at Sir Clive. 
Strange nodded. 

 The circle of protection was like a layer of spotty glass 
in the astral plane, and Strange saw Sir Clive through it. His 
ethereal form was gone, but he was not in torpor. Nothing 
was preventing his spirit from returning to its body, so it 
must have suffered mishap wherever it went. 

 After a moment, the Eye closed and Strange turned. 
“Catherwood, please come in here.” 

 Catherwood hovered at the entrance, glancing in 
worriedly. 

 “I will not allow any harm to come to you,” Strange said 
gently. “We need to talk about what you saw.” 

 Catherwood reluctantly entered. “I didn‟t just find him 
like this,” Catherwood said slowly. “He summoned me in for 
wine and a fresh handkerchief, for his bleeding eyes. He had 
been scrying in the Crystal of Bas-Lyonesse too deeply and 
too long. I was concerned he would lose himself in it, as his 
mother had.” Catherwood cleared his throat. “Then there 
was a dark shape, made of coldness. It came and engulfed the 
protection circle, and I fear I swooned. When I regained my 
senses, I was alone in the cold and the dark, with only the 
dim light of the crystal. Once I lit some of the candles, I saw 
my master… like this.” His voice broke. 

 “When?” Strange asked. 

 “Night before last. For two days life has been drained 
from the master. I‟m not sure how much more he can take.” 
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Catherwood gazed anxiously into Strange‟s face. “Can you 
save him?” 

 Strange frowned. “We‟re running out of time. I need 
some privacy here, for a while.” 

 Valeria nodded curtly and ducked out, followed by 
Catherwood. Strange shut the door behind them and turned 
to regard the crystal. 

 “What did you see, old man?” he asked softly. 

 Then he bent his will to find out. 

* 

 “It‟s getting dark,” Catherwood noted. “I shall prepare 
some supper.” 

 “I‟ll take Valeria on a tour,” Victoria said. “Supper at 
eight?” 

 “Excellent,” Catherwood said with a stiff half bow. He 
turned and wound his way into the depths of the house. 
Victoria turned to Valeria. 

 “Is there anything you‟d particularly like to see?” she 
asked politely. 

 Valeria smiled faintly. “Lead the way, it‟s your tour,” she 
said. 

 “Well,” Victoria said, “since we have our coats on, let‟s 
start by taking a look at the stables.” They left the house. 

 As they walked along the face of the house, Victoria 
shivered. “I knew Catherwood was getting older, and that my 
uncle was absorbed in his studies, but the disrepair of the 
place is... is not what I remember. I did not realize…” She 
fixed her eyes on her feet as she walked. 

 “It‟s always hard,” Valeria said, “when people you care 
about have trouble and you don‟t know how to help them.” 

 Victoria glanced over at her. “So what do you know of 
the mystic arts?” she asked casually. 
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 Valeria looked out across the rolling hills of the moor. 
The snow they crunched through was only a few inches 
deep, it didn‟t even come to their ankles. The wind had 
scoured it to the deep places of the moor. 

 “I know enough to get by, but I‟m no sorcerer,” Valeria 
said at last. “I can identify the Moons of Munnipoor, but I‟m 
a scholar, not a practitioner. You?” 

 “I can call upon the Flames of Faltine, and I was 
studying the Scarlet Screen of Cyttrak when Clive had second 
thoughts,” Victoria shrugged. “I have learned several runic 
alphabets. And I‟ve always been sensitive.” She paused. “A 
mixed blessing, seeing too much.” 

 “Indeed,” Valeria nodded. 

* 

 Almost—almost— an image began to coalesce within 
the depths of the reluctant crystal, the solution— 

 The crystal shattered, spraying unnaturally sharp 
splinters of crystal around the room and at Strange. Only by 
abruptly jerking to the side with superhuman reflexes did 
Strange save his eyes. Strange heard Clive pull in a deep, 
shuddering breath. Then the old man fell over, dead. 

 Strange pursed his lips as blood beaded on the 
scattering of thin cuts on his face. 

 The investigation was not going well. 

* 

 Victoria stopped, her eyes distant. “Did you hear 
anything?” she asked softly. 

 “No,” Valeria said. 

 “We‟d better be getting back,” Victoria said, a current 
of unease in her voice as she glanced around, tense. 

 Valeria stopped, and held stock still. 
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 On the ridge of the moor stood a man in a cloak, 
watching them. The cowl was deep and the cloak clenched 
shut from within. Valeria only assumed it was a man because 
he would have to be over seven feet tall… 

 “Victoria,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. When 
she looked back to the ridge, the cloaked figure was gone. 

 “Yes?” 

 “I saw someone up on the ridge. I‟m going to go take a 
look. I want to know if what I think I saw left any 
footprints.” 

 “You shouldn‟t go alone,” Victoria said reluctantly. 

 Valeria looked her in the eye. “I can handle myself. 
Don‟t worry about me. Go see if Strange is making 
progress.” 

 Victoria nodded and turned, heading for the door. 
Valeria turned back to the moor.  

 “Alright then,” she said, “you want to be mysterious. I 
can do mysterious.” She jogged toward the ridge. 

* 

 The door opened just as Victoria reached for it, and she 
pulled her hand back with a startled gasp. Strange looked at 
her, surprised. His slashed face was beginning to scab. 

 “Doctor Strange,” Victoria said, breathless. “Are you 
alright?” 

 “The crystal shattered when I tried to make it show me 
what it had seen,” Strange said. He hesitated. “Victoria, your 
uncle… is dead.” 

 She stared at him as color drained from her face. She 
swayed a bit and reached out to steady herself against the 
wall. “Oh, Clive,” she whispered. 

 Strange took her arm and gently steered her into the 
study. They sat at the large round table the Bentlys used for 
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séances. Strange offered her a handkerchief, and she dabbed 
at her eyes. 

 “My grandmother,” Victoria said, “lost herself in that 
crystal. I had hoped, when I was more proficient, to go after 
her. To find what remained and say goodbye and help her 
rest.” Victoria‟s face began to twist with the force of tears 
she held back, and Strange put an arm around her. She 
leaned into him and sobbed. 

 Strange stroked her hair, saying nothing, his mind racing 
from clue to clue, trying to build a bigger picture. 

* 

 Valeria took her glasses off and tucked them in her 
pocket, then she crouched on the ridge and studied it for 
tracks. 

 “Odd,” she murmured. No tracks. No traces. Just wind 
scoured rock and slick patches of snow. No one had stood 
here. She stood and looked back at the house from the ridge. 
Excellent vantage. 

 Her incredible hearing caught a faint whisper of rustling 
cloth whipping through the air. Valeria spun as a vast cloaked 
figure lunged at her, cloak flung wide. She leaped off the 
ground, right over the figure as its wide cloak defied certain 
laws of physics by remaining open as it lunged. She landed in 
the snow behind the cloak as it whirled. The spin of the cloth 
was abrupt and revealed no shapes inside the cloak. Valeria 
narrowed her eyes at the cloak. 

 It seemed it was… empty? 

 The shroud billowed up for another attack, and she 
leaped to the side. Snatching a corner of the cloth, she spun, 
putting her strength into it. The cloth whirled through the air 
in the wake of her tug, seemingly empty. As it swirled past 
her, it seemed to slither into itself. Then, Valeria was alone 
on the ridge. 

 Right. 
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 “Now that was creepy,” she muttered. Then she 
shivered. 

She slipped her glasses back on, glanced around 
again, and headed down to the house. 

* 

 The vast grandfather clock tapped out its own slow 
inexorable rhythm in the background of the quiet room. 
Strange, Valeria, Victoria, and Catherwood quietly ate a 
supper of hot stew, bread, and cheese, washed down with 
cider. No one had much to say as they ate, watching the deep 
gloom of the night that pressed against the windows of the 
ancient house. 

 “I think I‟m beginning to put the pieces together,” 
Strange said quietly. He had everyone‟s undivided attention. 

 “Over the last month I know of five mystics that have 
gone missing,” he said. “In and of itself that‟s not unusual. 
Mystics tend to be a mysterious lot.” 

 “Indeed,” interjected Valeria, arching an eyebrow. 

 Strange went on. “These five that have vanished are the 
ones I would go to first regarding this puzzle. That does add 
a layer of oddity to their disappearance. Maybe,” he said 
deliberately, “it isn‟t a coincidence.” 

 “There was something on the moor,” Valeria said in a 
low voice. “I thought it was a man in a cloak, but when I 
pulled at it, there was nothing underneath. Then it curled 
into itself and… vanished. While we‟re on the subject of 
mysterious vanishments.” 

 “That fits nicely into a gap in our puzzle,” Strange said. 
He stood and walked over to the window. “When I studied 
with Enitharmon the Weaver, he taught me that there are 
many mystic fabrics. Some are good, some are evil, some are 
indifferent. Each has purpose and power.” He turned and 
walked towards the clock, raising his arms behind him. He 
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walked right out of his red coat, and it hovered in the air for 
a moment. 

 “What you saw on the moor sounds like a portal,” 
Strange mused. His coat dipped through the air then swirled 
behind Victoria, nudging her to her feet with its sleeves. 
“Perhaps a mobile portal. It seems to capture things on 
Prime and either move or remove them.” He turned to face 
Victoria as the coat slid on her and lifted her up to float 
above the table. Catherwood stared in unabashed wonder. 

 “I think the cloak that Valeria encountered somehow 
captured Bently‟s ethereal form and… consumed it,” Strange 
said. “Bently was never that comfortable astrally, and it 
seems odd that within minutes of when he died in the tower 
you spotted this form. Perhaps it was absorbing or 
dismantling Bently‟s life force, taking two days to finish him 
off.” Victoria floated to the ground, her eyes filling with 
tears. “Bently was a tough old wizard,” Strange said with half 
a smile, a deep sorrow in his eyes. “I will miss him. And that 
brings us to the present,” he added, a new edge to his voice. 

 “I don‟t know if this fabric is occupied or directed from 
afar or if it is self-aware. I don‟t know if it takes people into 
its own dimension, or somewhere else, or moves them 
around on prime. The spirits are silent on this matter. The 
only way I can discover the truth about this creature is to 
engage it directly and defeat it. Even in defeating it I must 
have an element of discovery or we will be no better off than 
we were. I will not let Bently‟s death be in vain.” 

 “We are in danger,” Victoria said simply, half a 
question. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. He looked her in the eye. 

 “Can you protect us?” she asked, her voice small. 

 “I can,” he said softly. 

 “But you don‟t want to,” Victoria said. 
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 “If I armor you and anchor you to Prime, then our 
mysterious assailant may not reveal itself,” Strange said 
slowly, as though the words were made of pain. 

 “Until the funeral,” Victoria added coolly. “Mystics 
from around the world will come to the funeral and gather in 
one big group. How many could this cloak thing steal?” 

 Strange closed his eyes as his coat slipped from Victoria 
and drifted through the air back to him. As it slid on to him, 
he breathed her smell that lingered on the fabric. “We simply 
don‟t know,” he said. 

 “I‟ll do it,” Victoria said with the slightest quaver in her 
voice. “I‟ll be bait for this thing that murdered my uncle.” 

 Valeria watched Strange closely as he nodded, once, his 
eyes still closed. Victoria stood and strode out of the room. 
Catherwood quickly followed, looking worried. 

 Valeria stood and walked over to Strange, touching his 
forearm. “I‟m glad it‟s not my decision to make, Strange,” 
she said. “How best… to protect the innocent.” She 
squeezed his forearm briefly. “I‟m with you.” Then she left 
the room, following Catherwood. 

 Strange stood, alone. He opened his eyes and walked 
over to the window. His resolve wavered. 

 “Mystics from all over the world will be at the funeral,” 
he murmured. His eyes hardened. “This thing must be 
stopped.” 

* 

 Victoria had finished adjusting the clothes on the body 
of her uncle. The candles were lit, the incense was burning. 
She knelt by his body, softly praying. 

 “May the vapors of the Vishanti embrace you, may 
Hoggoth watch over your journey,” she whispered. 
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 At the back of the parlor, Valeria stood quietly, being 
unobtrusive. Victoria continued to pray for a few minutes, 
then stopped, leaning her head against the table. 

 “I‟m trying to imagine that it wasn‟t horrible for him, 
that he felt no pain and no fear at the end, that he went on to 
find peace,” Victoria said. 

 Valeria crossed the room, knelt by Victoria, and put her 
arm around her comfortingly. She had nothing to say. 

 For just a moment, there was a tremor in Victoria‟s 
shoulders, but she quickly controlled herself. “Do you think 
Strange could be persuaded to take me on as an apprentice, 
so I can truly inherit what was left to me?” she asked. 

 “I‟m sort of responsible for his current apprentice,” 
Valeria said ruefully. “If I try to get him another one he 
might kick me out.” 

 Victoria glanced back over her shoulder and saw 
Strange standing silently in the doorway. “Oh dear,” she 
murmured to herself. She stood quickly and straightened her 
jacket and skirt. 

 “If you will excuse me,” Valeria said to Victoria with a 
quick nod. She stood and walked past Strange and into the 
house. 

 Strange walked up to Victoria. “Here,” he said, “I want 
you to take this until the threat is passed.” 

 She looked down as he pressed a heavy gold amulet into 
her hand. 

 “It is the Eye of Agamotto,” Strange said. “It has 
powerful magic, it can protect you when things are at their 
darkest. Merely believe and remember the light and all will be 
well.” 

 She put it in her pocket. “Thank you,” she said. “Are 
you sure it works?” 
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 “It has saved my life dozens of times,” Strange said. He 
nodded. “I‟m sure it works.” 

 “Thank you for your gift,” she said. “How much,” she 
added hesitantly, “did you overhear?” 

 He sighed. “We all have a path to walk,” he said. “We 
will just have to see if our paths cross again.” He nodded, 
then turned with a swirl of his red coat and left the parlor. 

 Victoria looked after him. “You can be sure they will, 
Strange,” she said to herself. “Our paths are not chosen for 
us.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Valeria walked through the darkened and echoing 
solarium, then turned and passed the open tower door on 
her way to the room she was to spend the night in. She 
suddenly stopped. 

 Slowly turning, she looked at the gaping hole of the 
doorway to the tower. A shiver slithered down her spine. 
Something familiar. She recognized the rippling unease she 
felt flowing from the tower, and she quickly found Strange‟s 
door and knocked. 

 The door opened, and she stepped inside. “Strange,” 
she said quickly. “The tower.” 

 “Yes?” Strange stood in his undershirt and pants; he 
had been reading before bed. 

 “When I passed the tower I felt something, I felt a 
presence. But I‟ve felt it before.” 

 “When?” Strange said, giving her his full attention. 

 She hesitated for a moment. “In the nightmares I‟ve 
been having. There‟s the same feeling, the same taste if you 
will. Whatever has been plaguing my dreams is like whatever 
was in that tower. What did you find up there?” 
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 Strange‟s expression darkened. “I tried to make the 
crystal show me what Bently saw in it,” he said. “There must 
be some connection between your dreams in the „States and 
what happened here. That isn‟t good,” he mused. “It bears 
further investigation.” 

 Strange turned and walked to the window, looking out 
into the night. The wind was rising, and the trees tossed 
fitfully in the pale light of the moon. 

 “I long to unveil my power as Sorcerer Supreme,” 
Strange said softly. “I want to turn this entire slice of Prime 
translucent, seal the area and pluck the shroud from its cover 
to tear its secrets from it. I don‟t dare,” he sighed, turning 
back to Valeria. “Whatever foe I now face, this force knows 
me. I can‟t explain it. My enemy has been a step ahead the 
entire time, anticipating my moves while I‟m left to guess. If 
I tip my hand, if I reveal my power too early in the game, it 
could be the destruction of everything worthwhile.” His eyes 
were very serious. “Neither of us wants to live through that 
again.” 

 He hesitated, then faced a corner of the room. The 
shadow was filling out, growing. Eyes, blank pale eyes with 
their own dim glow peered at him from the depths. With a 
peculiar curling rustle, a tip of a dark cloak unfurled out of 
the shadow onto the floor. 

 With a quick step, Strange was between the shadow and 
Valeria. With a gesture he tossed a flaring mystic probe into 
the shadow; it went into the dark, through it, and continued 
on in a different dimension, a mere candle in the deeps of the 
earth. 

 The shadow lunged, the tips of the cloak brushing the 
walls of the room, and Stephen Strange was swept into the 
inky depths. 

 Valeria let out a shout and dove at the shadow. She 
rebounded off of something solid. She glared up at the 
cloak‟s face.  
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 “Let me in,” she warned. She saw its face for the first 
time; somewhere between old leather and wood. It… smiled 
at her. She snatched a corner of the cloak and slung a hit into 
the solidity of its shadow. 

 They blasted through the wall and tumbled through the 
air together, and she clamped on to its hood and its border in 
a grip that could crumple steel effortlessly. They spun 
through the chaos of the wind, it snarling at her in a peculiar 
echoing sound. She let go of the hood and wound up for 
another strike. 

 This time when she swung she tumbled into the dark. 

 “Strange!” she shouted. “I‟m coming!” 

 The shroud closed behind her, then closed into itself. 

 A single brick toppled from the hole crushed in the wall 
of the guest room. 

 They were gone. 

* 

 Strange blinked. This place. Somehow familiar. He 
glanced down and saw that he was in his ethereal form. 
Because of that he could not smell the carnage that 
surrounded him. 

 He recognized the street where he lived, then he turned 
and saw that his home, the Sanctum, was a giant torch. 
Demons scampered and skittered around him, and to his 
dismay he saw the body of Peter Parker, torn and battered, 
thrown into the flame. 

 A harsh braying laugh rang out, and Strange turned at 
the speed of thought to see the goat-footed demoness hurl 
another fistful of flame down the street. Bodies everywhere. 
And she turned to face him, gleaming steel armor over her 
entire form. A flaring sword flickered with too-bright flame 
where it was stuffed through the body of a policeman and 
into the street. 
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 “Come back to watch?” said the wicked voice from the 
armor. She held up a pendant, a crystal pendant, and within 
Strange saw his body frozen out of time and space. 

 “Front row seat,” Illyana hissed, and behind her 
explosions erupted down the block as demons swarmed 
through a pale hole hanging in the sky… 

* 

 Valeria pushed herself, flying as fast as she could. She 
forced her will to focus on speed, and she screamed along at 
speeds that would disrupt an atmosphere. 

 But there seemed to be no trouble here. No light. 
Nothing at all. The empty dark stretched on in every 
direction further than the limits of imagination could bear. 
She felt the darkness press at her, press into her eyes, into 
her ears, into her very skin. This was more than the absence 
of light. It was rich, full darkness, almost alive with its own 
immensity. 

 There was no sun here. 

 “Strange!” she shouted. “Where are you?” 

 She flew faster than ever, desperately fighting the sense 
that she wasn‟t moving at all… 

* 

 Victoria stood struggling to catch her breath as she 
stared at the shattered hole in the wall, freezing wind 
slithering into the house through the breach. 

 “Miss Victoria?” Catherwood said uncertainly from 
behind her. 

 “They‟re gone,” Victoria said. “I can feel it. Strange and 
his assistant both. Taken.” She struggled mightily against the 
despair that welled up in her at the thought. If Strange could 
not defeat it, no one could. 

 Or, perhaps… 
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 She reached into her pocket and felt the warm, 
reassuring weight of the gold amulet. Her resolve hardened. 

 “Come, Catherwood,” she said. “We have much to do.” 

* 

 “So you feed on despair,” Strange said, glancing around 
the horror show. “No wonder old Bently held out as long as 
he did. He was more than a pragmatist, he was stubborn. I‟ll 
not surrender easily either.” For a moment, Strange regretted 
the loss of the Eye of Agamotto. With it he could illuminate 
the illusion that surrounded him and find what was behind it, 
engage and finish off this creature. 

 “No matter,” he murmured. “Perhaps earth magics are 
lost to me away from Prime,” he said aloud, “but I was a 
sorcerer before the heavy mantle of the defense of Prime was 
mine. I call upon the name of the Eternal Vish… Vu…” His 
brow creased. “Oh dear.” 

 Just then a gust of cold wind hit him, and he glanced 
around. 

 He stood on a steep, icy path. Surrounding him were 
walls of stone and snow. Wind snarled and gushed around 
him, and he leaned heavily on his walking stick. The fur trim 
of his parka slithered in the onslaught of wind. 

 Glancing down, he saw he was wearing boots, heavy 
pants. And with a deep chill colder than the howling wind, he 
realized that he could not feel the fingertips of his shaking 
hands. 

 “A little further,” called his guide, Jigme. The surgeon 
looked up the path and trembled. 

* 

 Valeria saw a glimmer of light in the ocean of darkness, 
and she closed in on it with desperate speed. As she got 
closer, she saw it was more than one light, it was lights from 
the windows of a small village. Closer and closer she flew. A 
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palace, and on the parapet a man on his knees weeping, 
sobbing as though his heart had been torn from him. 

 She hesitated, realizing who she was watching. 

 The preternatural chill of the darkness swept through 
her, cutting to the marrow of her bones. 

 She dropped down closer. 

* 

 Victoria finished arranging the candlesticks in the chalk 
diagram she had drawn on the table. 

 “Is this wise?” asked Catherwood, worry written in the 
lines of his face. 

 “It is necessary,” she said firmly, adjusting the mystic 
robes she wore. “This summoning should draw the creature, 
this shroud, to me. Then I‟ll deal with it.” 

 “But, Miss Victoria,” Catherwood said, “if this thing 
defeated Doctor Strange and von Doom, what chance do 
you have?” 

 “Defeated?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Perhaps. But 
if it took Sir Clive two days to be finished off by this demon, 
then they may last a few hours. Perhaps they were teleported 
to another place, perhaps they are just being detained.” She 
pulled the amulet from her robe and affixed it to the collar of 
her robe. 

 “Besides,” she said, her touch lingering on the amulet. 
“Strange gave me this bauble with the idea that it would 
protect me from this monster. Because of that, he doesn‟t 
have it. I owe it to him to at least attempt a rescue.” 

 She struck a match. “You must have faith. Now, silence. 
I will begin the ritual.” 

 She touched the flame to the candle, and it sent up its 
own steady light. 

* 
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 “I go no further,” shouted Jigme in his spotty English. 
He leaned against the wind. 

 Stephen struggled with the raw edge of need as his body 
clamored for alcohol and shelter. “Go then!” he shouted, his 
voice slurred. “Don neeja anyway!” He peered once again 
through the swelter of snow and caught another glimpse of 
the peculiar temple perched in the height of the mountain. 
He fought for breath. “I‟ll fin my own way in!” 

 He staggered past his guide, who watched him go. Then 
old Jigme shook his head and began the grueling hike down 
the mountain alone, leaving the driven Westerner to die in 
the cold embrace of the mountain. 

 The paleness battered the staggering doctor as he 
ventured deeper into its blind expanse. Some isolated and 
distant part of Doctor Strange‟s mind felt the jarring of the 
past against the present, the unreality of both times. He 
staggered and fell as the snow closed in around him; he felt 
the teeth in the wind, the heavy bite of the sub zero frost. 

 He would not give up. The mountain would have to kill 
him. He would not lay down and die. 

 He clambered along in the impossibly frigid snow. 
Strange fought against the illusion, against the bone-sapping 
cold that penetrated him. 

 And then he was through the defense, after what felt 
like an eternity of battle against an intangible foe. Perhaps 
that had suited him for what he eventually became. Perhaps 
that‟s why the Ancient One spared him. 

 His mind receded into the illusion as he faced the heavy 
golden doors. Leaning his pathetic weight against the doors, 
he tried to force one open. It creaked as it swung slowly, just 
wide enough for the thin doctor to push his way in.  

 Stephen Strange stood in the hallway, his clothes loose 
under his heavy coat, a combination of despair and alcohol 
and poverty emptying his weight and leaving him a shadow 
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of himself. He lifted his shaking hands to his face and simply 
breathed air that hovered just over freezing, basking in the 
tingling warmth. 

 The temple breathed too. Air slithered through its 
timeless stone corridors, seeking an elusive balance it never 
found. The ornate carvings in the walls, on each furnishing, 
were long forgotten or ignored. This place was dying, and it 
had been dying for hundreds of years. Stephen took his first 
fumbling steps, sure he would have to amputate half his toes 
and maybe some fingers because of frostbite. 

 “Great,” he muttered to himself as he took a swig of the 
portion of his whisky that had not yet frozen. “Git to the 
Ancient One and aks him ta make my hans stop shakin, then 
lose some fingers ta frost. Just brillant.” 

 He followed the labyrinthine corridors, He was quickly 
and thoroughly lost, but some instinct or memory drove him 
on until he reached a heavily carved archway into a more 
brightly lit room. He stopped his stumbling search and 
peered into the room. 

 Stephen closed his eyes and gathered his will, driving 
the fog of intoxication from his mind, subduing the pain that 
throbbed constantly in his body since the car accident. He 
had a life to get back to. It was time to end this terrible 
interlude. 

 In the center of the large room was a modest throne 
with deep cushions. A frail, ancient man sat meditating. 
Stephen felt the most peculiar sense of déjà vu as he took 
two steps into the room and regally raised his chin. 

 “I am Doctor Stephen Strange,” he said, his voice weak 
from the exertions to reach the temple. “I have heard of you, 
of your ability to heal. I need you to heal my hands, to stop 
their shaking. I need you to end this nightmare so I can get 
back to my life the way it was.” 

 The Ancient One sat immobile in his contemplations. 
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 Fully sober and prickling with a sense that something 
was deeply out of place, Stephen approached. 

 “Aren‟t you the Ancient One?” he said with a careening 
sense that he had left the script. 

 He touched the robe of the mystic. 

 The corpse fell over. 

 “A few days later,” intoned a thick, dark voice from the 
shadows, “and this is what you would have found.” 

 Stephen spun. “Who are you?” he asked sharply, fear 
washing through him from a memory he had not yet earned. 

 Then he saw. 

* 

 Victor von Doom was on his knees on the battlement, 
wracked by some terrible grief, his hands covering his face, 
hair spilling down. Valeria reached to comfort him then 
froze, seeing the sheath of armor on her forearm. She pulled 
her steely hand back. 

 A loud snap reverberated through the air, and she felt a 
tremor in the stone of the parapet. Turning, she saw a crack 
race across the uppermost spire, then it shattered. Stone 
sprayed everywhere, and from beneath the crumbling spire 
rose a tower of steel and stone, the uppermost tip of a real 
fortress. 

 The stone of the palace was swiftly wrapped in a web of 
fault lines, the ground trembling. Like new teeth pushing up 
under the old, a fortress began to dislodge the palace to 
replace it with something singularly grim. The central keep 
exploded into fragments, and with a hissing screech a true 
fortification tore up into its rightful place on the skyline. 

 Valeria quickly looked back to Victor where he knelt on 
the battlement. He was draped in a green cloak. 
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 “Not again,” Valeria gasped, fighting against the shock, 
trying to breathe. “It wasn‟t supposed to be this way. Not for 
you. Not in this time…” 

* 

 As Victoria read from the book, the candle smoke 
twitched as though it was alive. It formed a ring in the air, a 
wide and even ring. Catherwood stood off to the side with a 
fire extinguisher in hand, waiting tensely for the misstep that 
would require the ceremony‟s abrupt end. 

 Victoria‟s sonorous chanting fell into a hushed silence, 
and then the shroud drifted out of the shadows of the room 
and into the ring of candle smoke. 

 It raised its head, and Victoria gasped as she saw its 
face. Somewhere between deeply scored wood and twisted 
leather, its face leered at her. No teeth lurked in its hideous, 
empty smile. Nothing glinted in the fathomless shadows of 
its eye sockets. 

 “If you‟re in such a rush,” it whispered, “you could have 
just said so.” 

 The cloak swept forward. A moment later, it was gone. 

 Catherwood stood alone in the room, fighting against 
his terror. 

 “Not again,” he gritted out. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Who are you,” gasped Strange as he groped for an 
answer that he sensed he already knew. 

 “I am Baron Mordo,” the tall man in the shadows said, 
his deep voice thick with dark glee. “I am the première 
student of the Ancient One. I am the heir to his knowledge 
and his strength.” 
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 “You are a murderer and a liar and a thief,” Stephen 
rasped out, feeling his body assume the ancient posture of 
defense that he had not yet learned. The illusion twisted, 
weaving present and past together in a disconcerting and 
nauseating rush of memory and truth. 

 “Your sweet words will earn you no mercy,” Mordo 
sneered. “Prepare to meet the fate that should have been 
yours, dabbler.” 

 “You cannot harm me,” Stephen Strange said with fresh 
authority earned from too many battles where he had 
defeated the icon of menace before him. “You do not exist 
here.” 

 “Oh?” Mordo said, amused. 

 “I traveled to where the ancient monastery should have 
been,” Strange said, his eyes smoldering as his voice quieted. 
“In this reality, the Chinese bombed it to rubble while we 
were both the students of the Ancient One. In this reality, all 
three of us were killed at our studies. That is how this 
dimension came to be without a Sorcerer Supreme, and why 
I came... from the other place.” 

 “So tell me, Strange,” Mordo said. He stepped into the 
light. Deep bags under his eyes accentuated their languid 
viciousness. His forehead was bared, his dark lank hair 
combed back from his square and savage face. He was solidly 
built, filling out his robes. Muscular hands flexed as he spoke, 
and Strange felt him roiling with dark energies. “If I‟m dead, 
then how come I to be here?” 

 Strange was quiet for a moment, thinking fast. 

 “You aren‟t in your home dimension,” Mordo 
prompted. “And you‟re not in your adopted dimension. Who 
says I‟m not real? Your pathetic amulet?” 

 “Prepare yourself,” Strange said, his eyes hardening. 
“This is going to hurt.” 
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 “But Strange,” laughed Mordo, “you know nothing of 
the art of magic. You have not yet learned it! You are mine to 
toy with, to command. Due to a luscious jaunt down history 
lane, I now rule this dimension and its future. You will be my 
plaything until I tire of avenging myself for countless 
defeats.” 

 “I‟ve been in worse spots,” Strange said reflectively. 

 “You came to have your hands healed so you could 
return to the life of a surgeon that you had before you drove 
your fast car into another fast car and had permanent nerve 
damage,” Mordo said. “You came to an ancient mystic to 
have your hands cured so you can throw yourself back into 
your debauched life. How little you knew then of 
responsibility.” 

 “Maybe, maybe not,” Strange said. “I have since paid 
for my foolishness.” 

 “You were urged to stay on by the Ancient One to 
protect him from me,” Mordo said. “That was why the 
Ancient One chose you, tested you. And ultimately I 
discovered that I had never been anything more than a foil 
for his Chosen One, that the Ancient One had found me 
wanting and kept me only to be a training exercise and 
sparring partner for the one he chose to pass his power to. 
Do you think I didn‟t notice? And dream of the day when 
you were at last fully within my grasp, at my mercy?” 

 “That‟s it,” Strange said, his voice full of wonder. “This 
predator managed to pull you from my store of fears. You 
are given shape to defeat me so I may be devoured by 
whatever lurks behind these illusory walls! That is the only 
way you could come to be here. And you will have to destroy 
me, illusion. I defy you to break my will. I will not 
surrender.” 

 Mordo smiled briefly. “Believe what you like, Strange,” 
he said. “Now, your death.” 
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 “There is hope,” Strange said softly as Mordo gathered 
his power. 

 Strange stood fast in the face of the darkening energy. 

* 

 Valeria stood, speechless, as Victor got a hold of 
himself, wiped at his face. He stood, and she felt again the 
well-remembered hum of silent energy. He was clad from his 
neck to his feet in a suit of power armor, just like her mentor 
had been. She desperately struggled to resist the waves of 
panicked rejection at the sight of the former von Doom‟s 
armor on the younger man. 

 He wore no helmet. 

 Victor looked her in the eye. “You knew me so well,” 
he said, his voice tender and betrayed. “How could you let 
this happen to me again?” 

 She opened her mouth, then closed it as tears welled 
into her eyes. Impossible. This had all the hallmarks of an 
illusion, a nightmare. But it possessed such power it robbed 
her of strength. 

 “It is up to you to finish the task,” he said, looking her 
in the eye as the final chunks of Castle Doomstadt crushed 
through the husk of Victor von Doom‟s palace. 

 She felt the heat, though it did not bring pain with it. 
Raising her hand, she looked down in wonder. 

 Between her fingers she held a red hot face mask, barely 
cooled enough to hold its shape. 

 Victor took a deep breath, closing his eyes. Then, when 
he opened them, they were unswerving, steeled against all 
pain. 

 “Put it on my face,” he said in a quiet voice that allowed 
no disobedience. 
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 The last vestiges of façade tore down off the wall as 
Valeria stood transfixed by that dark gaze, the searing mask 
in her hand. 

* 

 Victoria stood staring at the ancient heap of Bently 
Manor, flames rippling out of the windows in sheets of 
destruction. All the books and mystic defenses of the house 
charred, flared, popped, burned away. 

 “All of it,” she whispered, staring at the dark vision. 
“I‟ve squandered the family‟s power,” she said, breathless. 

 “Indeed,” Catherwood said dryly. He stood beside her, 
sadly watching the flames. “This is what comes of dabbling.” 
He looked her in the eye, a kind of revulsion twisting 
beneath the surface of his implacable trained calm. 

 Victoria stood breathing heavily. “No,” she said, 
shaking her head. “No, this can‟t be real.” She gritted her 
teeth as she fought off a thick and dark wave of despair. 

 “NO!” she screamed, standing up straight. She closed 
her eyes, blocking out the sight of the burning house. In her 
mind, she thought of brilliant sun through dappled leaves on 
the riverbank. She breathed deep and imagined the incredible 
depthless light of that summer afternoon. 

 There was no sound as a crease slipped across the dome 
of the amulet, but the entire world shimmered in pain. Then 
the Eye cracked open. An Eye of gold and light drifted from 
the amulet and set itself upon Victoria‟s forehead. 

 She gripped the amulet. “Show me the truth! Show me 
Strange!” 

* 

 Strange stared at Mordo as the dark shadow flexed, 
power rippling around him. The sorcerous bolt that was to 
annihilate Strange grew brighter, stronger, then Mordo was 
illuminated truly and he vanished into wisps of fleeing 
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darkness as Victoria strode through his space. The temple 
wavered and twisted into itself, leaving Victoria and Strange 
in a dark place alone and without scenery. 

 “Strange?” Victoria asked in a small voice. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said as knowledge burst its dams and 
poured back into him. “Satisfy yourself with the Eye, it 
cannot allow you to be deceived.” 

 Relief showed on her face. “Thank the gods,” she said. 
“I‟ve found you, alive.” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded, “and while I think I would have 
withstood another round, I‟m just as pleased I didn‟t have to 
find out. May I?” he asked, gesturing at the amulet. 

 “Yes, please,” she said with a shiver. “I‟m quite pleased 
to meet up with you, I don‟t care to push my luck.” 

 “Stay close to me,” Strange said, “and we‟ll get out of 
this alright.” 

 He blinked, and the Eye obediently left its amulet and 
settled upon his forehead. 

 “Show me Valeria,” he said in a chilling voice of 
command. Victoria grasped his arm, glancing around 
uncertainly. 

 The beam of light shot through darkness, endless 
fathoms of darkness, and fixed itself upon a tear-streaked 
face. 

 “By the Vishanti, it‟s almost too late,” he muttered 
swiftly as he grasped Victoria. 

 Strange was moving. 

* 

 “How could you?” Victor asked, his voice deadly soft as 
a sob shook Valeria‟s whole frame. 

 Then a blinding light suffused the parapet, there was an 
explosion of power between the two. Valeria took a step 
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back, gasping, dropping the glowing mask. Victor clutched 
his face as he was thrown back. 

 Strange was at Valeria‟s side. She dimly recognized 
Victoria behind him. Valeria choked back a sob and gave 
Strange a fierce hug, careful not to crush him. 

 “Took your time,” she said into his coat. 

 Strange gently disengaged her. “Victoria saved us all,” 
he said. “And she brought me the Eye.” 

 “So we‟re leaving, right?” Victoria said hopefully. 

 “In a moment,” Strange said, his voice hard. “Within 
this realm of cold and shadow lurks a predator. I mean to 
stop it.” 

 He turned, his light inexorably sweeping the darkness. It 
settled on a lean, corded body with a patchy hide and sharp, 
weak teeth. It‟s eyes flared in the darkness, but in the light of 
the amulet it cowered, its eyes pale and empty. 

 “Hello,” Strange said, his voice almost conversational. 

 Power swelled through the amulet and slapped into the 
predator with a painful snap. Flaring light stripped it of 
illusion and power, and with a crunch the predator was 
broken. 

 Darkness swelled away from them, billowing in a cold 
wind, and they stood on the table as the fabric of the shroud 
slung away to the sides. Inside the cowl, the face was twisted 
with unspeakable wracking agony. 

 “I know what you are now,” Strange said, his voice soft. 
He gestured, and the cloak was arrested in the air, in a grip it 
could not elude. “I know how to stop you.” 

 Strange focused his energies, closed one fist, and then 
slowly unclenched his other fist. The cloak reluctantly peeled 
away from the shadow beneath, tearing the two apart. The 
light of the Eye still bathed them both. 
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 In a single bound, a man leaped from the shadow and 
toppled to the floor. The shroud kicked up a wild fight, and 
for a moment Strange bent his entire concentration to 
assuring that it could not escape. 

 Victoria fell from the table with a cry, and Valeria 
caught her and put her on the ground, but as she turned the 
man who had fallen from the cloak leaped through the 
window with a shattering crash. She moved to follow, then 
hesitated as Strange hissed, narrowing his eyes and cranking 
the shroud into an intolerable position. 

 The cloak fell to the floor, limp. Strange sighed, then 
climbed down off the table, moving like an old man. “The 
trick,” he said, “is to pull out a thread without unraveling the 
whole. Detail work,” he added with a shake of his head, “is a 
lot tougher than the broad strokes.” 

 “Is it still dangerous?” Victoria asked. 

 Strange bent over and picked up the fabric. “Not until 
some damned fool wakes it up again,” he said wearily. 
“That‟s something we can‟t risk,” he added. He folded the 
shroud to a manageable size. 

 “What do you mean to do?” Valeria asked. “Destroy 
it?” 

 “No,” Strange said quickly. “No, that‟s not a good idea. 
There‟s too much…  things like this are never made without 
a number of, well, countermeasures. To unweave it takes 
much skill and there is danger, and to simply tear it…” He 
shook his head. “No. Countermeasures are its protection.” 
His hand moved to the amulet at his throat. 
“Countermeasures shall be its protection.” 

 He removed the Eye of Agamotto from his throat and 
slowly placed the amulet on the folded shroud. He pressed 
the Eye down on the cloak and then smoothed the fabric 
with his hand. Then he abruptly put both on the table and 
rubbed his mouth, looking at them. 
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 “I have bound them together,” he said softly. “I will 
lose the Eye, but the Cloak will never again be awakened. 
Should such happen… the Eye will destroy it and neutralize 
the consequences.” 

 There was a silence in the room as they realized what 
that meant. As they grasped his sacrifice. 

 “Is there no other way?” Valeria asked, her voice 
hushed. 

 “There is no better way,” Strange replied, a touch of 
sadness in his voice. “It is done.” 

 There was a moment of silence, all eyes on the dark 
fabric of the shroud and the gleaming quiescent gold circle in 
its center. 

 Victoria cleared her throat. “What about the man? The 
man who ran away?” 

 “The shroud needed a host to function,” Strange said 
quietly. “That poor soul was, in his way, as trapped as we 
were. I‟m not sure he can survive without it. Some part of 
him was sacrificed to the darkness, to the foulness of the 
shroud that could not withstand the light of day.” He looked 
at Victoria. “You are right. He should be found. Then he 
should be helped. Or stopped.” 

 “I‟ll see if I can find him,” Valeria said. She swiftly left 
through the door. 

 “I‟ll brew some hot tea,” Catherwood said in a meek 
voice. He bowed out. 

 Victoria and Strange watched each other for a moment. 

 “Now more than ever,” she said. “I want to be your 
apprentice, Stephen. I want to learn to defeat such madness 
and evil before it gains a foothold in our world.” 

 “I can‟t,” Strange said softly. “Your heart is true, but… 
not right now. I must find what is beneath this, for the 
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shroud has given me an idea of a bigger threat to the earth.” 
He paused. “Perhaps later.” 

 “Until then?” she asked, trying to swallow her 
disappointment. 

 “Sir Clive‟s ancestral home is full of precious items of 
power,” Strange said gently. “Protect them. Keep this place 
safe. And his memory.” 

 She nodded, tears pushing into her eyes. 

 Strange kissed her on the forehead. “You saved us all,” 
he said. His shoulders sagged just a bit. “I must rest.” He 
turned and left the room. 

 She stood alone. 

 

January 17 

 “You found nothing,” Strange said as he stood on the 
ridge, watching the sun rise. 

 “I found nothing,” Valeria confirmed. “He left no 
tracks, and he moved fast if he got anywhere ahead of me.” 

 Strange nodded. “That is to be expected. He will 
resurface when the time is right. His fate is bound up in this 
darkness we face.” 

 “And just what darkness do we face?” Valeria asked 
coolly. 

 “I have an idea, but just that,” Strange said. “It is too 
soon to suggest.” 

 “Fine,” Valeria said dryly. “I‟ll let the mystic keep his 
mysteries.” 

 “Good plan,” Strange said with a nod. “I need you to 
go home and protect Illyana and the Sanctum. They are sure 
to come under attack if my suspicion is true, and we haven‟t 
the time to waste.” 
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 “What about the publishers in London?” Valeria asked. 

 Strange impatiently waved his hand. “I‟ll call them. Give 
them my apologies. This threat is too important to waste 
time with such a mundane concern.” 

 “What are you going to do?” Valeria asked him directly. 

 “I need to check with some of my contacts,” Strange 
said vaguely. “Confirm my suspicions. If we are up against 
the foe I suspect, even I may not have the strength to see it 
through.” 

 “It‟s good you‟re not alone then,” Valeria said with 
quiet confidence. Then she turned and walked down towards 
where Catherwood waited with the car. 

 “Indeed,” Strange said quietly, the world blurring 
through his gaze, “Indeed it is.” 

* 

 Strange drifted down, one with the shifting snow, and 
landed on the crust of ice that lay thick upon the shattered 
mountaintop. He looked down the path, clearly visible in the 
swirl of snow from the sky. No mystic protections or barriers 
separated this broken mountaintop from the others, here on 
the roof of the world. 

 Strange knelt on the snow. 

 “I had forgotten,” he said, “how much I missed you.” 
He stopped, waited to regain his composure. 

“Thank you. For taking a chance on a shaky 
Westerner, an arrogant surgeon. Thank you for the heaviest 
burden I have ever carried. I‟ll never fail you again.” 

 On the ruin of the shattered monastery, Doctor 
Stephen Strange looked up at the sky. 

 “May you be bathed in the light of the Vishanti,” he 
said softly. He knelt and put a single white rose in the snow, 
and with a pass of his hand the flower was coated in ice, 
perfectly preserved. 
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“Tamam Shud,” he said. Then he was gone. 

 The snow swirled into his empty footsteps, and the 
eternally blooming rose caught the last rays of the setting sun 
in threads of crimson light. 
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Safekeeping 
January 20 

The television snapped off. In the sudden quiet left 
behind, the gentle rain tapping on the window seemed to get 
louder. With a sigh, the young blonde woman on the couch 
stood with a prodigious stretch. 

 She padded over to the window and looked down at the 
rain-swept street below. The mid-day sun filtered through the 
heavy clouds, pale by the time it reached the street. 

 “Rain all afternoon, sleet tonight,” she murmured to 
herself. She brightened. “The weather‟s always the same in 
the underspace. I might as well enjoy the variety.” 

 Illyana strolled into the hallway and down the stairs to 
the kitchen. “House sitting is hungry work,” she noted.  

 She had just finished making herself an improbable 
sandwich, three tiers and a number of odd ingredients, when 
the phone rang. She heaved a sigh and answered it; “Strange 
residence, Illyana attending.” 

 “Cute,” said an elegant voice on the other end. “It‟s 
Valeria. I‟m calling from the airport. Hey, I was wanting to 
make a stop before I head over, I‟m just checking to make 
sure everything is okay.” 

 “Somebody gave Tim Burton a budget again,” Illyana 
said, inspecting her nails, “but other than that the morning 
has been uneventful. I‟ll bend every inch of my mystical 
prowess to keeping the status quo until I‟m relieved by one 
of you heavy hitters.” 

 “Sarcasm, eh?” Valeria said with an audible smile. “Well 
you just keep the runic defenses bolstered and make sure to 
invoke Hoggoth if things get too bad. I plan to be there after 
dinner. Okay?” 
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 “Watch the weather, by the way,” Illyana said, coiling 
the phone cord around her wrist. “Supposed to turn to sleet. 
Hey, I have things under control. Enjoy your date.” 

 “What?” Valeria said sharply. 

 Illyana grinned and hung up the phone. She sat down to 
lunch, waiting for the phone to ring. It didn‟t. 

 “Some things,” she said quietly to herself as she finished 
her lunch, “you don‟t need to scry for.” 

 No sooner had she rinsed her dishes when someone 
frantically pounded on the front door. She spun, eyes 
narrowing. She glanced down at herself. Tee shirt, sweats, 
barefoot. Bah. She could answer the door.  

 She swung the heavy door open and blinked. “Banner?” 
she said, startled. 

 “Ms. Sendry?” he replied, equally surprised. The man on 
the stoop was not tall. He was a bit scrawny, and the effect 
was magnified by his mousy hair being slicked to his head by 
the rain, and by his spattered glasses. One of his eyes was 
bruised, swelled almost shut. 

 “Come in, come in,” she said. “What are you doing 
here?” 

 “I was about to ask the same of you,” Banner said as he 
stepped into the entryway and shucked his sopping wet 
trench coat. His glasses immediately fogged. “I came to talk 
to Doctor Strange. Is he in?” 

 “Small world,” Illyana said. “I can‟t believe you know 
Strange too! I‟m his apprentice now.” 

 “Wow,” Banner said as he stood dripping. “Then you 
know where he is.” 

 “Yes and no,” she shrugged. “I‟m house-sitting. Tell 
you what, though, you need to take a hot shower and get 
some different clothes on. You‟re welcome to wait here until 
he gets back.” 
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 “Um,” Banner said, shifting uncomfortably. “I‟m not 
sure it can wait.” He turned and peered out the window, 
scanning the street. “I have a bit of a problem…” 

* 

 Valeria sipped her wine. She glanced up as someone 
approached. 

 “Hello, Victor,” she said, standing up and extending her 
hand. He strolled up to her, trying to restrain his grin in a 
warm smile. He looked good, she observed. Her eyes quickly 
traveled from his neat and slim shoes up his suit to the 
peculiar pattern of his silk tie, then up to his eyes. 

 With a flourish, he took her hand and kissed the back of 
it. Then he scooted her chair out. She sat down again, and he 
took his seat opposite her.  

 “I was most pleased to get your call,” he said. “I have 
not had lunch today, so this is a welcome interruption of my 
studies.” His peculiar European accent was as faintly thrilling 
as ever. She had almost forgotten his magnetism in person.  

 “It‟s good to see you,” she said. “All in one piece. I‟ve 
thought about you a bit lately.” She looked down into her 
drink. “I just came back from a business trip in London for 
the Planetary. I had… a nightmare. I just wanted to see you,” 
she said, looking up and into his eyes. “To see that you‟re 
doing fine.” 

 “I believe in the power of dreams,” he said with a nod. 
He leaned back in his chair. “I think there‟s something in the 
air at Stark International, though. Not only me, but several of 
the people I work with have had terrible dreams lately. The 
staff is increasingly grumpy,” he said with half a smile. 
“Maybe we could move our quarters. Stark‟s considering it. 
He‟s been trying to identify and isolate anything that could 
have that effect. When you study as I do, you cannot afford 
to have your concentration and appetite affected.” 
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 “Speaking of which,” she said, nodding towards the 
waiter as he unobtrusively drew near to the table. 

 They ordered, and watched the waiter go. 

 “So what are you studying?” Valeria asked. 

 Victor smiled. “Fascinating scientific advances. I‟ve 
been working on an exosuit, powered armor. Stark‟s 
technology, his power sources and miniaturization are 
outstanding. He‟s a real genius. The best way to learn about 
his design principles and technology is to build a suit myself, 
so I can know what questions need to be answered. I‟m 
encountering the difficulties and overcoming them. When I 
get this first suit finished, I should be able to use my working 
knowledge to expand into further advancements and 
refinements.” He nodded. “It‟s going well.” 

 Valeria felt a chill. 

* 

 “The kitchen needs to have blue trim, not tan,” the 
stately brunette said. “I want myself and my guests to feel 
peaceful, not sedated. And check the fax for the tile pattern I 
selected. Clear? Good. I don‟t want another fiasco like the 
guest bedroom‟s bath. See to it that this one is done 
correctly.” She nodded. “All settled then. Fax me the revised 
estimate.” She hung up the phone. 

 A light knock hit the door of the office, and a young 
woman leaned in. “Excuse me, Ms. Montessi, a Stephen 
Strange is here to see you.” 

 “Doctor Stephen Strange,” Montessi corrected with an 
arch of her eyebrow. “What an unexpected honor. Do send 
the doctor in.” 

 Her assistant nodded and withdrew, and a moment later 
a thin man with an angular face entered. He wore a red 
trench coat. His dark moustache was shot through with gray, 
and there were white streaks at his temples. He smiled at Ms. 
Montessi. 
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 “Good to see you again, Elsbeth,” he said. 

 “The honor is mine,” she said with an inclination of the 
head. “What brings your august personage to visit me?” 

 “I was wondering if you would hide something for me,” 
Strange said. 

 “Not really beating around the bush, are we,” she 
observed dryly. “Hello, good to meet you, how are the 
studies, and so on. Yes then. What do you want me to hide?” 

 “Please excuse my neglect of social pleasantries,” 
Strange said as he hefted a briefcase and put it on her desk. 
“I‟ve been in a rush lately. Surely you‟ve felt the dark force 
pressing in on us?” 

 “Of course,” she said, a bit more subdued. “What is it?” 

 “I have a suspicion, one I‟m well on the way to 
confirming. Here is the herald of the assault that is surely 
coming,” he said, and he popped the latches on the case and 
opened it. Montessi moved around to stand next to him, 
looking down into the briefcase. 

 She caught her breath. “Is that the Eye of Agamotto?” 
she said. 

 “Yes,” Strange said. “It is tied to the Shroud. Should the 
Shroud ever be awoken again, the Eye will destroy it without 
allowing its… contingency plans to disrupt the Earth.” 

 “The Shroud is powerful enough to cost you the Eye?” 
Montessi said, astonished. 

 “Yes,” Strange said grimly. “It is a portal; if it gets a 
host, then it can sweep people into its folds and drain them 
of life and the will to go on, then destroy them. I suspect this 
was just a scout. Something bigger is coming and I‟m 
running out of time. I don‟t want to put this in my Sanctum, 
it is already a juicy enough target for the darkness that is even 
now finding ways into our world. Can you secure it with your 
family artifacts?” 
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 “I can and I will,” she said resolutely, looking him in the 
eye. “It is the least I can do for the Sorcerer Supreme.” 

 “Then it‟s settled,” Strange said. “So much for 
business.” He smiled a bit ruefully. 

 “As for pleasure,” Montessi said, her eyes narrowing. 
“Do you have supper plans?” 

 “I have miles to go before I may rest,” Strange said with 
a shake of the head. “I would like to take you up on your 
offer after this is resolved, if the offer stands.” 

 “What offer?” Montessi said archly. “Just a question, 
Stephen.” 

 He smiled. “Please excuse my presumption. I‟d like you 
to ask that question again when this is over.” 

  “After all,” she said, turning away, “answering 
questions is what you do.” 

 “Thank you for your help,” Strange said simply. He 
nodded. “Be careful.” He turned and left the way he came. 

 “And you,” Montessi said, gazing out the window. 
“And you.” 

* 

 Banner sat at the kitchen table, his hair combed and his 
wet clothes replaced by dry ones from Strange‟s wardrobe. 
He nursed a hot cup of coffee as Illyana finished making him 
a sandwich. 

 “So what‟s your story?” Banner asked. 

 She shrugged. “You knew me because the Project 
picked me up from a hospital when I got sick, real sick. The 
Project kept me alive, mostly through your efforts. Turns out 
I had Tymaz Nine, a kind of a killswitch virus that could be 
activated by the former KGB, that somehow got turned on 
and started killing me. To get a cure for me they thought they 
would need to use regernative tissue and so on from Logan, 
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who raised me. They caught him, took him to their secret 
base, you know all that.” 

 “So far so good,” Banner said, and he sipped his coffee. 

 “We all escaped.” 

 “Right,” Banner nodded. 

 “Well,” Illyana said, “when we escaped we were caught 
in this hellish realm by a demon sorcerer named Belasco. 
That‟s when my repression and mental blocks started coming 
apart. See, when I was a little kid in Russia I fell into a lake 
and my innate talent to teleport manifested, and I was 
grabbed in mid-transit by this Belasco guy. He thought I was 
cute and he decided to keep me, to train me as his 
apprentice. So I was learning the ways of magic, and my 
mystic power coalesced into a sword that kind of stood as 
my rod of rulership in the underspace.” 

 “You just forgot that you were trained by a demon 
sorcerer in the ways of magic?” Banner said skeptically. 

 “Pretty much,” she nodded. “Cut me some slack. I was 
just learning to read. Like a kid knows what‟s normal. 
Anyway, I was in this fix when Trespasser and Logan 
escaped the Project the first time. Logan grabbed me and 
saved me from the underspace. He took me to New York, 
we had an apartment, he raised me and put me through 
elementary, then high school, then all but one semester of 
college. Logan was so desperate to have a normal life, and so 
dead set against talking about the past that it became unreal, 
like a dream. I just never thought about it. I never asked him, 
he never asked me, we just let the past be gone. I was trained 
for less than a year, at a very impressionable but young age. I 
think Belasco tampered with my mind, too. But who 
knows?” she shrugged. 

 “So when you tried to teleport out with Trespasser on 
his second time through this other dimension, just last year,” 
Banner prompted. 
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 “Exactly,” Illyana nodded. “Belasco intercepted us. We 
fought, they chopped his head off for the second time. But I 
was dying,” she said with a shrug. “The Tymaz Nine was 
killing me. I was unaffected in the underspace, probably 
because of my mystic talents there. So I decided not to return 
to Prime, or Earth, or whatever.” 

 “Yet here you are,” Banner said. 

 “Logan got some countermeasure, I never found out 
how,” Illyana said. “He left it where he knew I‟d find it if I 
looked for him. So I picked that up, and it suppressed the 
symptoms so I could function in the normal world if I chose 
to.” She sighed. 

 “How does Strange tie in?” Banner asked, then he took 
a big bite out of his sandwich. 

 “I had a smattering of mystic knowledge,” Illyana said. 
“I wanted more. So I used my scrying crystal in the 
underspace to look for a magic library. I tried to rob 
Strange.” She grinned and shrugged. “Can you say oops?” 

 Banner chuckled. “I take it you didn‟t succeed.” 

 “That‟s one way of putting it,” Illyana agreed. “Valeria 
convinced him to take me on as an apprentice instead of 
killing or disabling or banishing me or whatever.” She 
paused. “I‟ve never been happier.” 

 “So you still use the countermeasure?” Banner asked. 

 “No,” Illyana said. “Logan found a real cure, and 
administered it to me. In fact, that‟s how I met my brother. 
When Stark was in Russia he bumped into my brother, who 
came back to the States with him. That‟s how I found out 
who I am, that my name is Illyana Rasputin rather than Lisa 
Sendry, which is what Logan called me.” 

 “And now you‟re finishing the training a demon 
sorcerer began, in between jaunts to your other dimension,” 
Banner said. 
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 “Pretty much,” Illyana said with a grin. “So what have 
you been up to?” 

 “Oh, this and that,” Banner said. “I‟m on the run from 
the Project, they‟re grumpy about me blowing up their base 
and all their secretive research and all. Very sad. I‟ve kept on 
the move. In fact, that‟s why I‟m here to talk to Strange.” 

 “Didn‟t you say you‟ve met him before? How did you 
meet him?” 

 Banner half smiled. “Long story. I have a… problem. 
Of a very unusual nature. He kind of helped me get a sense 
of hope in dealing with it. But I can‟t go into that right now. 
I‟ve been living in a cabin in Maine for the last few months. 
A week ago somebody looked at me for a full second too 
long.” He shrugged. “That night I packed and vanished. I 
just can‟t take the risk of being identified.” 

 “That‟s rough,” Illyana said. 

 “Don‟t I know it,” Banner agreed. “Anyway, I just got 
in to New York last night. I was headed for the hotel when I 
looked down an alley by a fortuneteller‟s shop and I saw 
these three guys hassling an old woman. Then, bang, just like 
that,” he said with a gesture, “they snap her neck. You better 
believe I ran, but they caught up to me. They dragged me to 
a construction site and then one of them hit me. That‟s the 
last thing I remember before I woke up in an alley. I came 
here as fast as I could. The guys that attacked me weren‟t 
normal. They were strong, fast, creepy as hell.” He shivered. 
“I think they‟ve followed me.” 

 “And here I was running off at the mouth,” Illyana said, 
mortified. “I‟m sorry about the delay. But you should be safe 
enough here.” 

 “Maybe,” Banner said uneasily. “Maybe not. Strange 
isn‟t here.” 

 “Don‟t have a kitten,” Illyana said. “Backup is on the 
way.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 “I must admit,” Victor said, “I‟m surprised you called 
me. You have made no secret of your doubt that we were 
made for each other.” He leaned forward, his eyes earnest. “I 
swear I will prove to you that I am worthy of you.” 

 “You‟re totally missing the point,” Valeria said, 
struggling to control her exasperation. “I don‟t doubt your 
worth, Victor.” 

 “What then?” he said. “Where does this doubt come 
from?” 

 “I‟m not sure I‟m ready for a relationship,” she said. 

 “I promise you that you are,” Victor said, reaching out 
and putting his hand on hers. “There is a loneliness in you, 
an aching need that you can barely feel and one that you 
cannot name. Everyone needs to feel a part of something, to 
be whole. No one can be complete alone. Some cause, some 
duty, some love must anchor us to our world. Your causes 
are borrowed, if noble. You do not yet have that anchor that 
holds you to this place and to your life. I want to be that for 
you. If those around you understand your need, then they 
seem to be powerless to do anything about it. You must place 
your trust in me.” 

 “Why do we have to go over this every time we get 
together?” she said sharply. “Why can‟t we ever just have 
dinner and not talk about love and marriage? I don‟t want to 
keep rehashing this conversation!” 

 He looked deep into her eyes. “Then tell me my every 
instinct is wrong,” he said. 

 “Your instincts are incomplete,” she said, her voice 
cold. 

 There was a brittle silence. 
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 Victor cleared his throat. “You are the one who called 
me,” he said softly.  

 “It was a mistake,” she said, and she stood. “Enjoy 
dessert,” she added, and she swiftly left the restaurant. 

 Victor watched her go. He took a deep breath. There 
was a great emptiness at the table in her wake. He regarded 
his wineglass. 

 “Ai,” he murmured to himself. “Were I not a fool, I 
would give up.” He drained the glass. “But I cannot shake 
her, and I cannot shake my love.” 

 Alone, he contemplated his fate. 

* 

 The people stood aside for the lean man who walked 
among them. They made signs to ward off dark fate as he 
drifted through their camp as though drawn to something 
the others could not see. Finally he stood before the RV. He 
cleared his throat. The door was opened, and he stepped in. 

 Incense, garlic, ancient spices choked the chill air of the 
narrow space. The child that guarded the door scuttled back 
into his seat. Strange looked towards the back.  

 Smoke coiled gently in the air. An ancient woman sat 
on the cushions in the back of the vehicle. Strange 
approached. 

 “Margali of the Winding Way, well met,” he said. 

 She roused as if from sleep. Her leathery face coiled in a 
smile, and her rheumy eyes blinked.  

 “What is it?” Strange asked, urgency beneath his voice. 
“What threatens Earth? You have felt it,” he said. 

 “It is all… just… a bad… dream,” she said in a 
crackling voice like old parchment. She nodded once, then 
drifted back to sleep. 
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 “As I suspected,” Strange murmured. “I know what I 
must do.” 

* 

 “Seems to me,” Illyana said, “Strange didn‟t help you 
very much if you‟re still on the run.” 

 “There‟s all kinds of help,” Banner said, “and different 
kinds of being on the run.” He stirred up the fire in the 
parlor, then sat on the leather couch. Illyana perched 
opposite him. “Strange helped me get past my feeling of 
helplessness and worthlessness.” 

 “I see,” Illyana said. 

 Banner stared into the fire. “I‟m not selling my soul 
anymore,” he said. “I think there is redemption out there, 
even if you‟ve done bad things. And finally I‟ve been able to 
bring myself to look for it.” He glanced at her. “How goes 
your quest?” 

 “My quest?” she said. 

 “When we talked back in Canada you were struggling 
with dark impulses, the urge and the will to do evil,” Banner 
said. “I‟ve put some thought into that, both from my 
perspective and from yours. I‟ve had time to think. For me, 
I‟ve made peace with myself and I will die before I serve evil 
again. How about you?” 

 “Me too,” she said. “During that final confrontation 
before you blew up the Project‟s base, I was attacked by 
Creed and I teleported him to the underspace. I had just 
come into my powers and I was showing off.” She shrugged. 
“I figured I could torture him for days, weeks, months, 
maybe years and because of his talents he wouldn‟t die. Give 
me something to do, you know?” She gazed into the fire. 

 Then she sighed. “I watched him for about half an 
hour, then it got dull, then it got repulsive, then I realized… I 
got nothing from it. It was not satisfying to watch him writhe 
in torment. I felt ashamed of myself. I quietly released him 
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back to Prime in Canada and tried to forget the whole thing 
happened.” She glanced at Banner.  

 “That was before the ninjas attacked. They figured that 
Valeria and me were the two keys to get their demon god 
onto this plane. They captured her and then they tricked me, 
and… and I was part of bringing a huge demon onto this 
dimension, one that could destroy life as we know it.” She 
shivered. 

 “We won, sure,” she said, shifting uneasily. “But that 
was a mouthful of evil, real evil, the kind that I could never 
be, never want to be. And that forced me to be honest with 
myself.” She looked him in the eye. “I‟m happier when I‟m 
helping people and becoming something good, to defeat evil. 
When I am evil, I‟ll never be that evil no matter how hard I 
try. I finally had to face the fact that I was flirting with 
something beyond me that would use me up and toss me 
aside. Evil has no use for you when you lose your power, and 
even if you win you aren‟t happy. So here I am.” 

 “Here you are,” Banner echoed. He shook his head. 
“Quite a bunch of tales you have.” 

 “Just the broad strokes,” she said. “What have you been 
doing?” 

 “Living off the money I made last year,” Banner said. 
“I‟m still looking for a place in this world. Something that 
has nothing to do with weapons or war. After all, without a 
purpose it doesn‟t matter how much money you have.” 

 Banner suddenly paled. “A face,” he said to himself. He 
pointed, and she whirled. 

 There was nothing at the parlor window. 

 “I saw a face, I swear it,” Banner said. Cold sweat 
beaded on his forehead. “They followed me here.” 

 “Get a grip,” Illyana said. “It will take them a few 
minutes to find a way to break into the house. Strange has 
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protections all over it. In the meantime, we‟ll just go upstairs 
out of sight and maybe they‟ll think we left.” 

 “That sounds risky,” Banner said. “Maybe we should 
run.” 

 “They can‟t trap us,” Illyana said, her smile sly. “I have 
an ace in the hole.” 

 “Didn‟t you say something about backup?” Banner said 
as they headed for the stairs. 

* 

 Valeria let the hot water pour against her face and run 
down her throat and chest. She closed her eyes and stood 
still in the shower, letting it rinse off her journey, and that 
sour confrontation with Victor. Why couldn‟t he just accept 
that they must be friends and nothing more? Why couldn‟t 
she warm to the idea that they could be something more? She 
held both opinions fiercely at the same time. 

 “I just can‟t leave him alone,” she murmured to herself, 
and she shook her head. 

 A few minutes later she stepped out of the shower, 
toweled off, and slipped into her bathrobe. She glanced into 
Illyana‟s room, and didn‟t see a penny on the nightstand.  

 “Of course not,” she murmured to herself. “She‟s house 
sitting for Strange and I need to get over there and check up 
on things.” She sighed. 

 It was so good to be alone. 

 She happened to glance out the window, and she saw 
the moon riding high over the ragged clouds. It‟s light filled 
her.  

 A minute later she was dressed, out the window, 
drifting up above the city to meditate with an old friend. 

* 
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 The tired woman managed to open the door, then she 
dumped her suitcase on the floor, tossed her coat on the 
chair, and snapped on the light. 

 She choked back a scream as she saw the thin man 
sitting in a chair across the room. 

 “Do close the door,” Strange said. 

 “What are you doing here?” the woman demanded. Her 
features were smooth and olive, her raven wing hair back in a 
severe bun. She wore the uniform of a flight attendant. “This 
is very rude.” 

 “I apologize,” Strange nodded. “I need your help, 
Amanda Sefton.” 

 “Forget it, I don‟t even want to hear it,” she said, 
scooping up her bag and tossing it into the closet. “The 
answer is no.” 

 “Your mother knows too much,” Strange said quietly. 
“The danger that is coming will try to kill her, to silence her. 
You must go and protect her.” 

 “You cannot call me Amanda Sefton,” the young 
woman said, turning on Strange. “You come here, wanting 
help with the Rom, wanting me to take up the Ways again. 
You might as well call me Jimaine Szardos. You have no 
respect for my decision to abandon the Old and the Deep.” 

 “Difficult times call for difficult decisions,” Strange 
said, his voice hard. “I cannot protect her. Either you will 
save her or she will die. If you try to protect her without 
using your training, you will die as well. The earth would be 
poorer for that.” Strange stood. 

 “Why do you try to pull me into this?” she demanded 
after a moment. “You know I intended to escape a lifetime 
of incessant struggle against the Ancient Ones, against 
impossible odds.” 
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 Strange regarded her. “I try to pull you into this,” he 
said softly, “because you are young. You would have years to 
live in the world they would create. Should we fail.” 

 Silence stretched on for a long moment. 

 “Tell me where her vardo is,” Amanda said. 

 Strange nodded solemnly. 

* 

 “Maybe that‟s done it,” Illyana said in a hushed voice as 
they crouched at the banister at the top of the stairs, 
watching shadows flit by the windows around the door. 

 The front door exploded into splinters as a lithe dark 
form hurled through it. In a moment, four pale men stood in 
the entryway, tensed for battle, staring in all directions. 

 “Or not,” Illyana said, her eyes narrowing. “Find a 
weapon, Banner. This is gonna get ugly.” 

 “There,” one of the intruders said, pointing up the 
steps. 

 “Hold!” Illyana called imperiously, drawing herself up 
to her full height. Her hands slid in an arcane pattern, and 
peculiar thick ropes of sorcery slid out of the walls with a 
hiss, slamming across each other. The foyer and stairs were 
lit in the unearthly glow of the barrier. 

 “The Crimson Screen of Cttrak denies you!” she said. 

 “Charming,” one of the intruders said. Illyana heard 
Banner rooting through the cabinet in one of the guest 
rooms. “Futile, but charming. Where is the man who came 
here earlier this evening?” 

 “He escaped,” Illyana said. “You won‟t.” With another 
set of gestures, she rewove the barrier to encircle the four 
intruders. 

 Then she flinched as a power much greater than her 
own arrived outside. She found it difficult to breathe for a 
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moment. She could feel energy flowing between whatever was 
outside and one of the men in the cage. 

 The pale man leaped at the barrier and shattered it. He 
landed on the stairs, poised for another spring. He smiled, 
slow and cruel, and the others moved behind him. 

 “Right,” Illyana said. She thrust out her hand to the 
side, and reached into a pale disk of light that appeared 
wreathed in eldritch flame. From within she pulled a 
gleaming, razor-sharp sword inlaid with runes and dire 
magics. Sleek metal armor slid up her hand, her arm. She 
squared off with the intruders. “Let‟s do this.” 

 “I will handle her,” said the leader. “Fan out. Find the 
scrawny one.” 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 The other three scattered on the lower level as the 
leader bounded towards Illyana. She whipped the sword 
around in a tightly described arc, mindful of the training 
Valeria had given her in hand to hand combat. The sword 
sheared through the leaping man‟s forearm, and his hand fell 
off to the side, thudding against the wall and falling down to 
the first story hallway. He skidded to a halt as a splash of 
oddly dark blood chugged out of the massive wound and 
spattered across the wall and floor. He looked quite startled. 

 Illyana braced herself, feeling her feet twist into hooves, 
her leg structure changing. She was much more nimble 
without awkward feet to get in the way. She smiled, feeling 
her teeth sharpen. 

 “I see,” the intruder said with a grin of his own. He 
dropped off the landing and slapped down by his hand. 
Picking it up, he pressed it against the stump and then 
wiggled his fingers. “Let‟s try that again.” 

 He leaped straight up to the hallway. 



 

   63 

 “Okay,” Illyana said, her smile turning nasty. “You 
aren‟t human. That means I can kill you.” 

 “I think not,” snarled the intruder, and he darted 
towards her with intimidating speed. 

 She was ready. One hop to the side, and her blade 
hissed down, cutting through his arm and into his gut, 
shearing his pelvis in half as it chopped him in two. 

 As his pieces scattered in the hallway, she deftly twirled 
the blade again and cut his head from his shoulders. His 
scream was cut off too, and as he was spread all over the hall 
his pieces began to wisp and char with smoke. 

 “What the hell is going on,” Banner demanded as he 
came out of the guest room with a baseball bat. 

 “I got this,” Illyana said. “Come on, chumps!” 

 Sure enough, the death scream of the leader drew the 
others. Four more joined them from outside. Some leaped 
up and gripped the ceiling, scurrying towards her. Others 
clambered along the wall, one leaped right up, and the rest 
took the stairs. Illyana backed up into the fifteen foot wide 
corridor, limiting their chances of surrounding her. 

 “This is not good,” Banner muttered. 

 The first made a move, leaping at her. Unmoving, she 
used her superior reach to catch his throat, so his 
momentum shoved him down her blade. With a ringing 
twist, she slashed out to the side, taking the head mostly off. 
A rapid riposte finished the job, and the head slammed off 
the wall with a whack. Both the head and the body began to 
char and wisp smoke as they hit the floor. Three more 
moved in. 

 She let the first take a swing, and she swept in low, 
taking him off his feet. From between the other two she 
rammed her sword through one‟s neck, then threw herself 
back swinging. The stroke knocked the third attacker‟s head 
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clean off. She was spinning, her sword flashing. Their flesh 
was supernaturally toughened. 

 Her sword didn‟t mind one bit. Hungry, it sheared 
through them, dismembering the creatures. 

 The attacker with half a neck remaining squared off 
with Banner as Illyana drove its fellows back. It hissed at 
him, canines distending. 

 “No!” Banner shouted, throwing all his strength into a 
two handed swing fueled by desperation. The bat slammed 
into the weak side of the neck, and bone crunched as the 
attacker‟s head lolled to a disturbing angle. Banner swung 
again and again, beating his assailant down. 

 Illyana lunged and caught one through the chest, 
yanking the blade out through the side of his ribs. He 
screamed, toppling, beginning to singe. Others were coming 
through the front door. 

 “Okay, enough playtime,” Illyana said crisply as she 
hopped up by Banner and neatly sheared his attacker in half. 
“Let‟s get out of here.” 

 “Fine by me,” Banner said a bit unsteadily. 

 Illyana concentrated for a moment, and a stepping disk 
appeared beneath them. It swept up— 

 She screamed as blue sparks exploded through the 
corridor. She was hurled back to slam into the wall and 
slouch to the floor, unconscious and steaming. 

 Banner staggered, clutching his aching chest. Then he 
hefted his baseball bat. 

 Through the heavy acrid smoke that filled the corridor, 
stinging his eyes and throat, Banner saw the shifting shadows 
of still more reinforcements. He braced himself over Illyana, 
gripping the bat and wishing her sword was still on the floor. 
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 The hair raised on the back of his neck and a cold chill 
rolled down his spine as another figure strode into the 
hallway. 

 “Now now now,” came an unnaturally deep voice, filled 
with equal parts menace and amusement. “There is no need 
for this.” 

 “No… need… at all…” Banner heard himself say as the 
bat fell from nerveless fingers. 

* 

 Valeria gazed at the moon from up above the clouds, 
where light pollution was minimal. 

 “I still have no home here,” she murmured, crossing 
her arms over her chest. “I still haven‟t managed to embrace 
my role here with Strange.” She had found enough meaning 
to go on, yes. A place, yes. For now. 

 “What do I expect?” she mused. “Some miracle, where 
I can return to a destroyed dimension? Was that ever my 
home? Would I know my home… even if I saw it?” 

 The night wind picked up, and she reflected on how an 
alien, deprived of peers, could overcompensate by ever more 
ferociously defending his adopted world. “I don‟t want to be 
that,” she whispered to the careless wind. 

 Or perhaps an easier fate. She struggled to banish the 
vision of Victor von Doom‟s gentle, insistent eyes from her 
mind. 

 “Must I choose between tending to my own needs and 
deserting Strange when he needs me the most?” she asked 
softly. “Is that the choice? Or do I misunderstand?” 

 She pondered those questions as she bathed in the 
moonlight, far above the sleepless city. 

* 

 Strange stood quietly in the lobby of the restaurant. 
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 “So now my worst fear is confirmed,” he said to 
himself. For a moment his indomitable will quavered. “How 
to prepare against this… with so little time left,” he 
murmured. 

 “The shock wave is coming, and we‟re not braced.” He 
glanced at his watch, and breathed in the smell of the 
cooking food. “Better fortify myself,” he said with a wry 
smile. 

 “Strange, party of one,” the maitre de said primly. 

 He headed towards his seat. 

* 

 The creatures that looked like men jostled each other as 
the tall cloaked man effortlessly led Banner out the shattered 
front door to the street. The tall man gazed into Banner‟s 
eyes. 

 “Can‟t have you transforming,” he said in his resonant, 
expansive voice. “Not yet.” His smile revealed vicious 
canines. “You‟ll be coming with me.” 

 “What of the girl,” asked his minion. 

 “Do as you please,” shrugged the tall man. He engulfed 
Banner in his cloak, and they drifted up into the night sky. 

 The minions exchanged a greedy look. 

 “Last spellcaster blew himself up before we could feed,” 
hissed one. 

 “Love that eldritch high,” snarled another. “Let‟s go 
make this last.” 

 They returned to the upstairs hallway where two of their 
kind had Illyana pinned to the ground. She was groggy, 
unable to focus. She struggled feebly, but she was not yet 
able to gather her will. 

 “You are in lots n lots a trouble,” she managed to say 
faintly. 
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 “I think not, bloodbag,” hissed one of her captors. 
“Time to die.” 

 “Let her go.” 

 The four creatures whipped around to look at the top 
of the stairs, where a woman stood with her arms crossed. 
Her feet were planted, her strawberry blonde hair was 
arrayed around her shoulders, and her eyes smoldered with 
fury. 

 “Kill her,” said one of the creatures. 

 “They aren‟t human! Go for the heads!” Illyana yelled. 

 Two leaped at the newcomer. Valeria whipped out her 
hands, snatched each, and crushed their heads together with 
enough force to flatten an armored car. Their skulls 
shattered. As the bodies toppled, they let off acrid smoke and 
a viscous dark goop of blood. 

 The other two gripped Illyana. “Another move and she 
dies!” one snarled. 

 Valeria shook her head. A moment later she was 
between them, hurling down the corridor. A fist caught each 
in the face, and Illyana was yanked off the floor as the 
stricken creatures went airborne. 

 Valeria plucked her from their grip and halted her 
momentum gracefully. The bodies sailed the length of the 
hall and crashed into the immovable door to the Sanctum 
Sanctorum. 

 “Are you alright?” Valeria asked, her hand along one 
side of Illyana‟s face. 

 “Fine,” Illyana managed, nodding. “Not a moment too 
soon, though.” 

 “I guess not,” Valeria said, her jaw tight. “What 
happened?” 

 “Banner showed up,” Illyana said with a helpless shrug. 
“They followed him. When I tried to teleport him, something 
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went wrong. I don‟t know what. When I woke up, he was 
gone.” 

 “You do know Banner has an interdimensional portal 
incorporated into his flesh, don‟t you,” Valeria said. 

 “What?” said Illyana. 

 “That‟s probably why you couldn‟t teleport him. Can 
you take a portal through a portal?” 

 “Never tried,” Illyana said, rubbing her head. “That 
would probably do it.” She squinted at Valeria. “What‟s a 
scientist doing with a portal in him?” 

 “You don‟t know about Wormhole, do you,” Valeria 
said. 

 “Er,” said Illyana. 

 “This is bad. Where is Strange?” 

 “You want me to find him?” Illyana said. 

 “If you feel well enough to return to the underspace,” 
Valeria said. 

 The stepping disk flared, and Valeria stood alone in the 
ashen, smoke-filled corridor feeling the chill wind blow in 
through the shattered door. 

* 

 Strange was just touching his napkin to his lips when he 
felt a disruption in the energies of his surroundings. A 
moment later, Illyana slid into the booth next to him. 

 “Strange,” she said quickly. “You‟ve gotta come back 
with me. The Sanctum was attacked by creatures, if I didn‟t 
know better I‟d say they were vampires.” 

 “No,” Strange said, his eyes widening. “It‟s too soon!” 

 “And Banner showed up, and I tried to protect him but 
they took him too,” Illyana rushed on. 

 Strange paled. 
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 “I really screwed up,” Illyana said, pleading. “I‟m so 
sorry!” 

 “Were you able to scry and detect where Banner is 
now?” Strange asked quickly. 

 “No, something really powerful is blocking me,” she 
said. 

 Strange‟s expression darkened. “Let‟s get back to the 
Sanctum,” he said. 

 The disk flared, and the booth was empty. A neat stack 
of cash was left on the table, but Strange was gone. 

 They stepped out of the disk in the kitchen of Strange‟s 
mansion, just as Valeria tossed the charring corpse of one of 
the attackers on the table. 

 “Foul,” she said. “Any idea what it could be?” 

 “It is a vampire,” Strange said. “This is one of the 
minion vampires. They have little power of their own, they 
draw their existence from the blood of their victims and 
from their masters. You see, they feed upon networks of life 
energy. Each person has one, their circulatory system. That‟s 
why these creatures need blood. When they die, the energy 
tries to go through the nexus of their heart, and can‟t, so they 
begin to burn from the inside out. As you can see and smell. 
I doubt they were here alone.” 

 “Something really powerful was outside,” Illyana said. 
“Blew through my spell like it was tissue paper. I bet that‟s 
what got Banner.” 

 “I do not even need to look to know the power of the 
one that came to my domicile,” Strange said, fury beginning 
to push against his composure from beneath. “This cannot 
stand. We will go after them. We will stop them before this 
plague spreads further.” He turned to Illyana. “What you 
fought tonight is but the fingertip of this force. It is the 
lowest echelon. Creatures of power you cannot dream of are 
further up, a chain of command with each paying a tithe of 
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undying energy to the next tier, a feudal arrangement of 
undeath. We must destroy it.” 

 Illyana pulled a knife from the knife block on the 
counter, and she gripped the blade and drew the knife free 
from her fist. Blood followed. Valeria stared at her. 

 “I swear on my blood,” Illyana said, “I will save 
Banner.” She raised her fist, and the blood dropped to the 
table. Her fist remained clenched, her eyes unwavering as her 
jaw flexed with the pain. 

 “A blood oath is a dangerous magic,” Strange said 
softly. “Be very, very careful.” 

 “It is a narrow line, but one I will walk,” Illyana said. “I 
have failed. But I will make it right. That‟s what heroes do.” 
She looked deep into Strange‟s eyes. “Trust me.” 

 “Do not forget that we are here to help you,” Strange 
said.  

 “Or we should have been,” Valeria added, a note of 
bitterness in her voice. “I‟m so sorry I didn‟t come straight 
back from England. I could have prevented this.” 

 “Or been ensnared by a creature of deeper power that 
did not become involved,” Strange said. He sighed. “We all 
learn from our mistakes. You may ponder tonight. For now, 
Illyana, we need to go and see what I can coax from your 
scrying pool. 

 The two of them vanished in a pale slide of light. 

 Valeria stood alone, wrestling with her indecision. 
Realizing what it had cost Strange tonight. 

 And maybe the world. 
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Just Out of  Reach 
 

January 22 

 “It‟s almost midnight,” the sleek man said. “Go to bed.” 

 “Stark!” the tousled young man said, looking up from 
his workbench. “I‟m so glad to see you. I‟m close to 
completing the armor, except for a bit of a glitch. When I ran 
tests with the flat battery power packs I affixed to the interior 
dorsal plastron, I only got half the power I expected to get.” 

 “Victor,” Stark said, “I realize there‟s no rest for the 
wicked, but you‟ve been at this since six this morning. 
Perhaps it‟s time to get a little sleep. If you don‟t you‟ll be a 
wreck tomorrow.” 

 Victor waved that away with half a smile. “Tomorrow 
can take care of itself. I want to get this ready for a field 
test.” 

 Stark looked at the shell of armor that Victor was 
peering into, and he relented. He walked across the lab, 
glancing around. This late, with everyone gone, only a few 
lights were on in the rather extensive metalworking and 
electronics station. The floor was cold, the air chilly. The 
huge lamps over Victor‟s workspace were on, but the room 
was full of shadow. Stark was glad he had not gotten ready 
for bed before conducting a final sweep. 

 He leaned over the suit, picking up a tool off the bench 
with practiced ease and prodding Victor‟s setup. “Here‟s 
your problem,” he said. “You‟ve got the circuitry here, and 
placed correctly, but the power from your battery packs has 
to move through this interchange. It isn‟t built for handling 
that energy load. This configuration feeds your power 
through too many paths before it reaches the articulators in 
the joints.” Stark leaned back. “The way you have it set up, 
all the power you‟re missing is being turned into heat inside 
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the armor. That‟ll cut your time wearing it to no more than 
half an hour or so.” 

 “If this ambient power drain is the cause of the 
decreased performance,” Victor said, his eyes bright as he 
traced over the configuration, “it seems the power packs 
should be moved altogether rather than trying to rewire the 
entire torso. What do you recommend?” he asked, looking to 
Stark. 

 Stark shrugged. “I‟d put them inside the upper legs of 
the armor,” he said. “That will free up some bulk, too.” 

 The next few minutes were consumed with the 
specifics. Victor leaned back and stretched when they had 
worked out the alternative setup. 

 “Thank you,” he said. “That should solve the problem 
that has been giving me fits all afternoon.” 

 “My pleasure,” Stark said with a smile. “Go to bed.” 

 “I will,” Victor nodded, eyes straying to the armor. 
“Just as soon as I‟ve finished the broad strokes of rerouting 
the power.” He regarded Stark frankly. “It is my pleasure to 
work with a true master. I hope my efforts bring me some of 
your skill.” 

 “You‟re a quick study,” Stark said with a smile. “I‟m 
sure you‟ll take this technology in directions I would not 
have imagined. Within the parameters of our agreement, of 
course. In the mean time,” he said, raising his eyebrows. 

 “I‟ll get the articulators connected to the coolant, re-
routing the energy matrix to stabilize now that I‟ve moved 
the power packs,” Victor grinned. 

 Stark sighed. “If you‟re not in bed by three, I‟m sending 
security with a trank gun.” 

 “That may not be a bad idea anyway,” Victor said. He 
rubbed his eyes. “We‟re all having trouble sleeping.” 
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 “You may be a glutton for punishment,” Stark said, “but 
I have a busy day tomorrow.” He saluted Victor, then left the 
gloomy lab. 

 Stark strolled along the dimly lit corridors of the 
complex, headed for the interchange that would take him to 
the basement under his mansion. About a quarter mile of 
winding hallways separated him from his bedroom. He felt 
the flat weariness of exhaustion. It would be good to sleep. 

 His cell phone vibrated, and he immediately answered 
it. “Yes?” 

 “Mister Stark,” came the crisp professional voice on the 
other end. “This is the front gate. We just admitted Natasha 
Romanova, as per your orders. You wished to be informed 
as soon as she arrived.” 

 “Yes, thank you,” Stark said, his eyes narrowing. He 
snapped the phone shut and altered his course, picking up 
the pace. 

 Less than five minutes had passed before he reached 
the residential wing of the complex, where the front gate had 
directed her. He quietly slipped through the fire door into the 
lounge, and he saw her. 

 Natasha Romanova passed her hands through her 
bright red hair, pressing out the water. She stood dressed in a 
black leather trench coat, jeans, and a sweatshirt, a small bag 
at her side. Stark watched as she walked over to the window 
and gazed out. 

 “I know you‟re there,” she said, her accent light and 
crisp. She smiled to herself. “Come out where I can see you. 
It‟s been too long.” 

 “Months,” Stark said, his voice tight as he walked out 
into the room. “First you act insulted when I so much as 
mention the possibility you can‟t be trusted, then you drop 
off the face of the earth for months. That does not inspire 
trust, Ms. Romanova.” 
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 She turned to look at him, surprised. Then she settled 
back into a cool demeanor. “Very well. I apologize for the 
inconvenience to you. Would you like me to leave?” 

 “That‟s not what I want,” Stark said. “I want to know 
what you‟re up to. Why you get free of the Project just to 
hire on with Fisk‟s thugs. Why, when we got you out of that, 
you disappeared. Rescuing you from corrupt outfits is 
turning out to be a full time job with no reward,” Stark said. 

 “I didn‟t realize you were in it for a reward,” Natasha 
said. 

 “My reward is to see you freed from entrapment by 
corrupt organizations that would use you and your talents to 
make the world a darker place,” Stark said, carefully 
restraining his frustration. “It seems that if I free you from 
one regime you just go insert yourself in another.” 

 “Not exactly,” she said. 

 Stark stepped right next to her and looked her in the 
eye. “Then set the record straight,” he said softly. 

 She sighed, then looked out the window. “I hired on 
with Fisk because I wanted access to his files. Not just the 
ones I could get with a normal infiltration job, but the ones 
in his vault too. I had to be very careful, but I got in and 
found out about his South American contacts, especially the 
Russian ex-pats. There‟s a question I need answered, but the 
answers are behind the shattered remains of the Iron Curtain 
and my life is worthless if I return there.” 

 “Even you?” Stark said. 

 “Especially me,” she said softly. “I had not finished my 
sweep of Fisk‟s private files when you came along and I left 
Fisk. However, before the information I earned had time to 
become useless I needed to check it out.” She shrugged. “It 
was a standard undercover op, as unusual as all the rest of 
the ones I‟ve done. I went to South America, avoided Fisk‟s 
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clumsy traps and questioned everyone on his lists who might 
know something.” 

 “Did you find what you were looking for?” Stark asked, 
unreadable. 

 “No,” she said with a sigh, shaking her head. “No I did 
not.” 

 “So now you‟ve returned to Stark to raid his files before 
you move on,” Stark said in a quiet and final voice. 

 She turned and stared into his eyes, a bit stung. 

 Stark nodded. “I think it‟s time I revoked my invitation 
to the chief security officer position. I need to find someone 
I can trust.” 

 “Then I‟m wasting my time, is that it?” she said, biting 
off the words. 

 Stark breathed deep. “I want to trust you,” he said 
simply. “I want you to stay. And I want you to work with me 
in my business. I can‟t be your tool, though.” He turned and 
pointed at a room. “There‟s your room for the night. Think it 
over.” He turned and stalked out of the lounge. 

 He stalked down the corridors, fuming quietly to 
himself. Halfway back, he saw someone leaning against the 
wall. 

 “What,” he said, his voice flat. The short man shrugged, 
clamping his jaws on his unlit cigar. 

 “You know what I think,” he growled in a raspy voice. 

 “Tell me, Logan,” Stark snapped. “You got something 
against Russians, or everyone in general?” 

 “Glasnost or no,” Logan shrugged, “the cold war is a 
tough thing to forget. Plus, and believe me I hate to be the 
one ta point this out to you, but she was and is a spy. I know 
you captured that little detail all on yer own, but I just 
thought ta mention it.” 
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 “Finished?” Stark said. 

 “She‟s also a woman,” Logan pointed out with his 
version of tact. He looked Stark in the eye. “By the time she‟s 
done, she could make off with lotsa things you‟ll miss.” 

 Stark walked past him without further comment. As he 
passed, Logan cleared his throat. 

 “Night, Stark,” he said. “Sleep tight.” 

 Stark was gone. Logan sighed, and dearly wished he 
could fire up the cigar. No smoking. Not out here, anyway. 
He turned and headed back along Stark‟s path, towards the 
residential wing. 

 He was almost all the way back when he saw a huge 
man stretching, legs braced and torso tilted over to the side. 

 “Rasputin,” Logan said, checking his watch, “it‟s after 
midnight. What are you doin?” 

 “Stretching out,” the big man replied helpfully. “I‟m 
going for a jog. I do not wish to acquire cramps in the cold.” 

 “Good thinkin, Junior,” Logan said. “It is sleeting. Just 
so you know.” 

 “Yes,” Rasputin nodded, straightening. “Exercise and 
some bracing cold will help me to sleep well.” 

 “There‟s somethin to that,” Logan conceded with a 
nod. “Just be careful.” 
 Rasputin looked at Logan inquisitively. 

 Logan shrugged. “There‟s a spy loose in the building,” 
he said, a bit uncomfortable. “No tellin what might happen. I 
think Romanova is here for Stark‟s secrets, so just be alert, 
that‟s all.” 

 Rasputin nodded sagely. “I promise to be careful,” he 
said. Then he grinned, zipped up his exercise windbreaker, 
and pushed off through the door out into the dark, sleet-
whipped night. 
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 Logan shook his head. “Why do I have to be the voice 
of reason here?” he grumbled. He strolled through the 
lounge and into his darkened quarters.  

 He fished a lighter out of his pocket. “To each his 
own,” he said with a satisfied grin, and he flicked flame to 
life on the tip of the lighter. 

 With a peculiar thud, the lights snapped off and the 
digital clocks faded to black. Logan stood alone in pitch 
darkness illuminated only by the wavering flame on the 
lighter. 

 The emergency lights clicked, then blared on with harsh 
flat light. 

 Logan dropped his lighter in one pocket, his unlit cigar 
in another. “Stark,” he muttered to himself. He stopped to 
think, and his expression darkened. 

 He burst through the door and ran three doors down. 
He pounded on the door with his fist. “Ten seconds till I 
override the security and open it myself,” he bellowed. “One. 
Two.” 

 The door slid open, and Natasha stood in the doorway 
looking startled. 

 Logan stepped into her quarters. “Kinda surprised to 
find you here,” he said, his eyes shifting around her space. 

 “I was just getting ready for bed when the power went 
out,” she said. “Now it looks like we may be attacked.” 

 “Well git yer travelin clothes on,” Logan said, moving 
back to the doorway to the lounge. “There‟s a backup 
generator that seamlessly takes over if the main goes out. 
Nothin short of a mini nuke or some hi tech sabotage can 
take out power in Stark‟s complex. Since there was no mini 
nuke,” he said, and he let the sentence hang. He shook his 
head.  
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 “I had nothing to do with it,” she said, sealing herself 
into the black matte combat jumpsuit. It was almost skin 
tight, with a belt buckled on. She snapped on her cuffs. 
“Good to see you again too, by the way.” 

 Logan stiffened. “Did you hear something?” 

* 

 Stark burst into the Operations room. “Talk to me,” he 
said crisply. 

 “Security cameras down, espionage countermeasures 
down, fences down,” the pudgy security officer said. “We‟re 
dead in the water here. Even blast doors would have to be 
manually closed.” 

 “How?” Stark said. “This is not possible.” 

 The officer blinked and shrugged, fear in his eyes. “I 
don‟t know, Mr. Stark. I have no idea.” 

 Stark narrowed his eyes. “Right. Standard procedure in 
a crisis, we‟re about to be attacked. Buckle down. 
Communicate with the security officers and instruct them to 
move to the internal redoubts and fortify themselves there 
until we‟ve ascertained the extent of the situation‟s hazards. 
Alpha Zeta Three clearance.” Stark turned to a rack on the 
wall and tugged out a submachine gun. He checked the 
action, then pulled a bandoleer from the case and strapped it 
around his waist. He slapped in a clip and chambered a 
round. “Assuming the radios still work. Also, be sure to 
check the rad meters.” 

 “Sir,” the officer said hesitantly, “what‟s your plan?” 

 Stark paused, then ran his hand through his hair. “I‟m 
going to go make sure I know where Romanova is first,” he 
said, “then I‟m going to go to my lab.” 

 “Yes sir,” the officer said. “Take—“ 

 “Keep the security personnel here,” Stark said. “I‟ll get 
the power back up and then I‟ll need all of you here. Besides, 
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I‟m sure either Rasputin or Logan are about to show up. I‟ll 
be fine.” 

 He stepped out the door into the glare of the 
emergency lighting and he jogged down the corridor, hands 
wrapped around the machine gun. 

 “Good luck,” the officer said. “Okay, you heard him, 
men. Seal up this door.” 

* 

 Rasputin jogged, feeling the familiar tug of war between 
his lungs and the air around him as his heart pounded, his 
chest flexed, his muscles pumped. He let his mind wander as 
he jogged, his body trim and fit and strong. 

 Then he noticed the fence. It wasn‟t sizzling. He 
slowed, then stopped. 

 Sleet hit the fence, but it did not react. Ice was building 
on it. He could not hear or feel it humming. His brow 
furrowed. He looked around the complex. 

 The floodlights were off, which sometimes happened. 
But the buildings were oddly lit by emergency lighting. 
Rasputin‟s eyes widened as he suddenly realized the entire 
complex was plunged into darkness. 

 He turned back to the fence. He saw a dark shroud of 
empty night creeping closer and closer to the fence. He took 
a step back, then another. The darkness flowed over, 
through, around the fence. 

 Then, from its depths, something sprang. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 His breath was harsh and fast. Victor leaned over the 
carapace, wreathed in acrid smoke from the tiny welder as he 
finished the last modifications. Battle ready? Maybe not. But 
good enough. 
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 The lab was bathed in worthless light, light that blinded 
the eyes and trebled the depth of shadow. He tossed the 
tools aside, and began to strap on the armor. 

 “No helmet,” he breathed as he snapped the magnetic 
connectors and then pushed the tabs down on the sides of 
the plastron. He chuckled, a slightly desperate sound. “Can‟t 
have everything.”  

 In less than five minutes he was suited. He flexed and 
moved. “A bit clumsy still,” he murmured. He walked over 
to the cabinet in the lab that was only for the use of security 
personnel, and he punched it with his gauntlet. The steel 
buckled like cardboard. Victor tossed the door out of the 
way and pulled out a submachine gun and a bandoleer. He 
quickly loaded and checked the weapon. 

 Then he took a deep breath, and reached out with his 
mystic senses. 

 A darkness surrounded the complex, threatening to 
swallow it completely. 

 Victor‟s eyes drifted back open, then narrowed.  

 “No,” he said softly. “This will not be permitted.” 

 He swiftly cast a spell of protection around his mind, 
and another before his eyes. 

 Then he clacked into the hallway, moving almost 
smoothly in his heavy armor. 

 “Time for a field test,” he said, and a grin consumed his 
face, excepting only the eyes. 

* 

 “Just think,” Logan said, his eyes roving the unnatural 
darkness beyond the lounge windows. “You could be in the 
vault right now.” 

 “Give it a rest,” she said irritably, right before the 
windows exploded into the room.  
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 Logan shoved her back and whipped his forearms 
around, steel blades exploding through his flesh and singing 
to full length. Dark shapes bounded through the shattered 
window frames; half a dozen, a dozen. Logan squared off 
with them as darkness drifted in after them, insubstantial and 
thin like fog. 

 “Okay,” Logan grunted. His eyes narrowed. “Let‟s 
dance.” 

 The first two came in low as the rest fanned out across 
the lab. Logan got a quick look at staring eyes flaring red in 
the center, elongated features, pale and sunken and gaunt. 
They launched at him and he slashed, his hard muscles 
propelling his unnaturally sharp claws through the faces of 
his attackers. With a deft and practiced twist of the wrist he 
tore his claws out through the side of their shattered heads. 

 Five more leaped at him and he dove to the side, 
rolling. He popped up already charging into the flank of the 
pack. His claws tore and slashed, he moved like a force of 
nature. Limbs bounced off the floor, hissing and smoking. 
The bodies flew back under the ferocity of his blows, torsos 
torn open, heads sliced off. Some pieces and parts began to 
char, wisps of smoke trailing them as they were hurled away. 
Others simply oozed and began to reform. 

 Natasha stared, slack jawed, at the carnage Logan 
unleashed. Then one of the attackers barreled into her from 
the side and she toppled, hitting the floor already rolling the 
hit to her advantage. She slid up, loose of its grip, and 
smashed a precise hit into the hinge of its jaw, snapping 
bone. The creature hissed and slammed her with a two fisted 
strike that sent her sailing across the room. 

 Just then the doors on the far end of the lounge burst 
open. Four security guards piled in. “Freeze!” one yelled. 

 They stared as Logan was swarmed, twisting in the grip 
of the lean dark invaders. 
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 “Tasha!” he grunted as he shoved his fist against a 
chest, the claws punching out through the creature‟s back. 
“Git „m out!” One grabbed his head and another slammed a 
two fisted strike into his forehead. Logan grunted as he 
wriggled to free himself. Two of them plunged their fangs 
into his upper legs and he let out a hoarse shout. 

 Natasha sprinted then slid, between the creatures, to the 
feet of the guards. As she regained her feet she snagged two 
of their pistols from their holsters. As she turned, she twirled 
the pistols, the grips slapping against her palms. 

 “Scatter them,” she said sharply, bringing the guns up 
and blasting carefully aimed shots with professional speed. 

 The guards raised their submachine guns and opened 
fire, live ammunition blazing into the pack of attackers and 
scattering them like a stiff wind knocking over empty bottles. 
Logan‟s claws flashed in the dim, strange light and then he 
was on his feet, between the guards and the creatures. 

 “Take them to ops,” he gasped hoarsely. “Find Stark.” 

 “What about—“ 

 Logan whuffed out a deep breath, then spun with claws 
out, taking half of one of the intruder‟s face off. He was 
among them, his blades punching through their toughened 
flesh. 

 “Go,” Natasha said, her voice cold. She backed up. 
“Now.”  

 The guards turned and ran, and Natasha activated the 
blast door manually as still more of the creatures bounded 
through the shattered windows. 

 The heavy slab slid down with a thunderous clap. 
Natasha touched it briefly, then turned and ran to catch up 
to the guards. 

 “How far is ops?” she asked as they jogged. 
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 “Not far,” one of the guards said. “Maybe five minutes 
from here.” 

 “Good,” she said. “Let‟s keep moving.” 

 The darkened corridors were oddly silent, with only the 
echo of gunfire occasionally disturbing the quiet. Everything 
was lit from an odd angle, with harsh unpleasant lights. Then 
gunfire chattered close by. 

 “You handle it from here,” she said to the guards. “I‟ll 
check that out.” 

 The guards kept jogging, Natasha slid down one of the 
side corridors closer to the sound of gunfire. She peeked 
around the corner of the corridor. 

 Stark stood with his back to her, firmly gripping the 
submachine gun. A corpse was sprawled in the corridor in 
front of him. It was slowly charring, the acrid filaments of 
smoke from its flesh curling in the emergency lights. 

 “Stark,” Natasha said softly. He turned and saw her, 
then half grinned. 

 “What?” she said. 

 He turned and looked at her full on. Her hair was 
slightly tousled, there was a cut on her face that was vivid red 
against her paleness, and she held a smoking gun in each 
hand. 

 “Good to see you, that‟s all,” he said. “Go to ops. Look 
after my people. I‟ll be back shortly.” 

 “They‟re all over the complex,” she says. “Or I‟m a 
fool. It‟s too dangerous to go by yourself. That‟s stupid pride. 
I‟ll watch your back.” 

 He hesitated. “No. I‟m going in to my personal lab.” 
The rest of the thought went unsaid. 

 “This is a crisis,” she reminded him. “I think we have 
more important things to think about than your technical 
specs.” 
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 “A good spy, a spy of your caliber takes advantage of 
opportunities that present themselves. Especially crisis 
situations. I‟m not entirely sure you don‟t have anything to 
do with this.” Stark looked back down the corridor, ears alert 
to a half-imagined sound. 

 She stared at him for a long second. “Alright then,” she 
said, savoring her Russian accent, “tell me to go to ops and 
I‟ll let you go into that labyrinth alone.” She gestured with a 
pistol towards the sealed door to the laboratories. 

 Stark glanced at the door as a scream echoed from 
inside. He gritted his teeth. “Come on,” he said. 

 Together, they shoved the heavy door back and 
cautiously entered the dim lab, taunted by the smell of blood. 

* 

 The creature cranked its head back, jaws and cheeks 
smeared in bright blood. “My brothers, taste this one,” it 
managed to gasp. “So vital! So raw! Dizzying!” 

 Then the blades punched through it‟s neck, and with a 
twist Logan managed to shear it‟s head off. The creature 
collapsed, crisping, on the floor. 

 Logan managed do drag himself out of the press yet 
again. Now there were close to two dozen of them in the 
room, crouched and hissing a few feet from the edge of his 
reach. Logan swayed, his system punished by blood loss and 
the blows of their powerful fists. The room swayed, and the 
odd darkness had thickened until the emergency lighting was 
twilight at best. Several in the back clutched sealing bullet 
wounds in their bodies, giggling as they healed the damage. 

 “Okay,” Logan slurred. “You want some? You got it. 
Just… c‟mere,” he said, tensing into a combat stance. 

 The door on the other side of the lounge was hurled 
open with a crash. Logan dimly made out a gleaming suit of 
armor in the doorway. 
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 “Creatures of the night,” said a powerful, heavily 
accented voice, “your time is ended.” 

 Several lithe creatures bounded towards him, and his 
gun chattered at them, scattering them back with the force of 
the bullets but causing no lasting damage. Then one dropped 
from the roof as the rest swarmed Logan. 

 Victor glanced up and saw a shadow separating itself 
from the shadows that swirled around the room. He  lashed 
up with his fist, as hard as he could, and his fist punched up 
through its jaw and hard palate into its head. Victor spread 
his fingers, feeling the flat motors tug in his gauntlet, and the 
head exploded. He effortlessly hurled the body into his other 
attackers. 

 With a roar, he charged into the group that surrounded 
Logan. One had its arm raised to pound down on Logan; 
Victor snatched the wrist and deftly cranked it around at an 
intolerable angle, snapping tendons down through the 
creature‟s elbow and shoulder. Then he hurled it to the side, 
sweeping the creatures away from their prey. Logan chopped 
and thrust wildly to the other side, and then for a brief 
moment the two stood back to back glaring at the monsters 
that moved to encircle them once more. 

 “Damnation, Victor,” Logan panted. “We get out a this, 
we gotta spar. I‟m impressed.” 

 “The door,” Victor said. “To the back door of the 
laboratories, we must get out through the south door. Are 
you ready?” 

 “Born ready,” Logan grunted, whipping his claws 
around to clean them of the clinging ooze of the creatures‟ 
gore. 

 Victor nodded, and they charged the howling mob of 
creatures. Victor flung them to the side, Logan cut himself a 
path. In seconds they had pushed across the lounge to the far 
door. Victor fumbled with his belt and dropped something 
with a clatter as they ran through, then they each snatched 
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one of the fire doors in the double doorway and slammed 
them. 

 The creatures piled against the door, shoving against it 
with bone-jarring thuds. Victor leaned against the door, 
holding up a remote and looking at a red button. 

 “What‟s that?” Logan asked. 

 “The detonator,” Victor said in a detached voice. He 
pushed the button, and a gout of napalm washed the other 
side of the door, engulfing the intruders in a ball of liquid 
flame. They screamed. 

 “Had to get them all in one place for maximum effect,” 
Victor nodded. “Let‟s go find Stark,” he said, his voice grim. 

 Logan followed him down the corridor. 

* 

 It leaped at him screaming, and Rasputin caught it by 
the chest and snatched its head, squeezing. The scream 
turned to a howl, then the head was crushed almost 
effortlessly by the steel giant. 

 Rasputin tossed the body to the side and tried to peer 
through the billowing smoke that surrounded him, 
emanating from the destroyed bodies of his attackers. 

 He turned his steely scowl back to the torn fence. Then 
he saw the darkness swell, and he felt his steel flesh tighten as 
something approached. 

 Something big. 

 Rasputin turned and ran towards the complex, leaving 
the trail of crushed creatures behind him. He felt the night 
welling up behind him as he reached the grand doors to the 
central concourse of Stark‟s complex. One of the doors had 
been knocked from its frame. Rasputin rushed inside and 
saw piles of corpses, half decayed into ash, some still 
smoking. The concourse was peppered with evidence of a 
major firefight. 
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 “I must reach operations,” he said to himself, and he 
ran. 

 The clang of his footfalls echoed up the corridor as he 
turned to take the final approach to the operations center. 
He saw a swarm of the fanged men pushing against the door 
to operations. 

 He charged with a bellow; the back rank turned in time 
to see him closing in like a freight train. He crashed through 
them, crushed them, slammed at full force against the blast 
door that sealed operations off. Unfortunately for the 
creatures, they were between his shoulder and the door to 
begin with.  

 As he rocked back, he was surrounded in a swirl of ash 
as his mighty fists lashed out around him. Seconds later he 
was the only thing moving in the corridor besides the thick 
billow of smoke laden with ashes. 

 He slapped his palm against the door with a hollow 
metallic boom. “This is Rasputin, code Beta Six,” he said. 
“Let me in.” 

 A moment later the blast door creaked then grated to 
the side. Four men were pushing the manual. Rasputin 
grasped the edge of the door and shoved it open, knocking 
several guards down. 

 “Where is Stark,” he demanded. 

 “Good question, Junior,” rasped a voice from the 
corridor behind Rasputin. The steel man turned in time to 
see Logan light up a cigar. “I figure the no smoking idea has 
been pretty well blown by our crispy critters here,” he said. 
“Where‟s the big man?”  

 The clatter of armored footsteps echoed up the 
corridor, and they all turned. The figure that approached was 
not Stark, however. 

 “Vic, didja find im?” Logan asked. 
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 “No,” Victor said, looking up. His face was smudged by 
ash, and his gleaming steel armor was tarnished. “I did not 
find Stark. I am sure he went to his laboratory if he was given 
a chance.” 

 “Then we have a plan,” Logan said, “because I agree 
with you. Junior, you‟re with us. Sergeant, lock yourselves in 
and wait for us to make contact again.” 

 “Yes sir,” the security officer said. Rasputin gave the 
door a tug to get it back near where it was before he helped it 
open, and as they manually cranked it back into place the 
three men headed down the corridor. 

 “Do not call me Junior,” Rasputin said, his voice pained 
as they headed down the corridor. Logan just grinned and 
clamped his teeth around his cigar. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Stark looked at the expressionless faceplate of his 
armor, saw his distorted reflection in the polished steel alloy. 
“Don‟t touch anything,” he said absently. 

 Natasha looked up from the chart she had been 
examining. “Of course not,” she said. She clasped her hands 
behind her back. 

 Stark quickly stripped to his underwear and pulled on 
the special body glove he wore beneath the armor. Moments 
later, he started strapping pieces on. 

 “Can we take these with us?” Natasha asked innocently. 

 Stark looked up to see her examining three plasma rifles 
on a rack on the wall. “Oh those,” he said. “I was reverse 
engineering those to discover the best way to neutralize them 
without the plasma eating a hole in whatever‟s handy. I‟m 
sure there‟s an energy pulse or frequency modulation that 
will shut down the firing mechanism, rendering the gun 
temporarily inert.” 
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 “I was more interested in using the plasma to hit the 
bad guys,” she said dryly. 

 “Those are not intended for consumption,” Stark said, 
his voice tight, as he strapped on the plastron. 

 “Plans change,” Natasha said. 

 “I guess they do,” Stark said, unable to keep the 
bitterness form his voice. “This sure isn‟t what I had in 
mind.” 

 She shrugged. “When you saved me from working for 
the project, I thought it was because you wanted me to be 
free.” 

 “I do,” Stark nodded as he adjusted the boot 
connectors. “I also want you to choose to work for me.” 

 “I‟m sorry,” she said. “I have things going on. Things I 
can‟t explain to you. Some… unfinished business.” 

 Stark stiffened as he heard banging on the outer door to 
the lab area. Bang bang bang-bang bang; bang bang. 

 “Shave and a haircut,” Stark said. “I‟m guessing that‟s 
special security.” 

 Moments later, the door was hauled open from the 
inside and Victor, Rasputin, Logan, Natasha, and Stark were 
together. 

 Victor immediately stepped over to the wall and tugged 
one of the plasma rifles free. He quickly inspected it, then 
activated the containment field, armed the clip, and snapped 
off the safety. 

 “I guess we‟re taking rifles,” Natasha said archly as she 
tugged one down for herself. 

 “Ops is still ours,” Logan said, “but there‟s no telling 
about the rest of the place.” 

 “We got hit hard and we were already scattered,” Stark 
said. “Now we take the fight to the attacker.” 
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 “But where?” Rasputin asked. 

 “The main generator,” Logan said. “Had ta knock it 
out, plus that an ops are the only places in the complex that 
all the power can be accessed. If yer bright enough, you 
could do this from that power nerve center.” 

 “Very good,” Stark nodded. 

 Logan shrugged. “It‟s my home turf.” 

 “That‟s why you‟re the best one to lead the task force 
that checks out the backup generator to make sure it‟s online 
or to get it online,” Stark said. “Take Victor with you. 
Rasputin, I want you to take a tour through the complex and 
get everybody to ops in one piece. Minimize casualties, 
protect our people.” 

 “Very good,” Rasputin said. “What are you going to 
do?” 

 “I‟m going to the main generator,” Stark said, 
narrowing his eyes. “I‟m going to get to the bottom of this. 
Find out who or what these twits are.” 

 “Vampires,” Logan said. “Fangs, suck blood, strong, 
bulletproof. Vampires.” 

 Rasputin struggled to hide a smile, and Stark sighed. 
“Whatever. Anyway, we have to stop them.” 

 “Logan is right,” Victor said. “They are vampires.” The 
group looked at him. He nodded solemnly. “Neither living 
nor dead, they draw their power from stealing energy from a 
living system. These that we have faced are but the weakest 
shadows of the strongest of the undead. These can only gain 
their energy from an intact living system, like a human being, 
by draining their circulatory system of its vital life energy in 
the form of blood. They are not alone. A darkness, a more 
powerful vampire is behind them. They are tied into his field 
of dark undead energy. I have felt it.” 
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 “Draining a living system,” Stark said thoughtfully. 
“Would that include an electrical system?”  

 “I have never heard of such a thing,” Victor shrugged, a 
dim mechanical whine following the movement of his 
shoulders in the armor. “The more powerful vampires are 
varied and unique in their manifestation of the undead 
energy. Perhaps in the modern age one has emerged with this 
power. If so, then by now he would be very dangerous 
indeed if I recall the specifications of your power plant 
correctly. Or this vampire could just be dampening the 
power. Let us hope for that.” 

 “How do we stop them?” Stark said. 

 “Their heads control their power, and their heart is an 
energy matrix that controls their influx of power, diverting it 
to what they need it to do. Destroying either one will cause 
their energy to run rampant, out of control. That‟s why they 
burn when they die.” 

 “Or you can just crush them,” Rasputin said. 

 “I kinda like the crotch ta chin fillet maneuver myself,” 
Logan said, puffing his cigar. 

 “I suppose that works too,” Victor said cautiously, 
“against these. But we face the weakest of the force that 
might move in on us. Remember what I‟ve said. And be 
careful at the power generator,” he said to Stark. 

 “Yes,” Stark said. “I‟ll check it out.” 

 “I‟ll go with you,” Natasha said. He opened his mouth 
to object but she continued. “If this thing can shut down 
power systems, you might be vulnerable in your suit of 
armor.” 

 “It‟s… dangerous,” he said, catching himself with a wry 
smile. “Okay then. Let‟s ride.” 

* 
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 The guards slammed the heavy deadbolt in place on the 
fire door, then backed into the locker room. 

 “Helluva night to pull guard duty,” the young guard 
grumbled as he walked towards the back of the room, alert 
and gripping his smoking submachine gun. 

 A thunderous hit crashed into the door. “Heads up, 
company,” the grizzled guard shouted. He slapped his last 
clip into his submachine gun and opened up, the bullets 
punching through the door in a crazy dance. 

 There was a moment of quiet, and the young guard 
brought a bandoleer to the older one. They quickly swapped 
out clips and braced themselves for the inevitable. 

 “It‟s been great working for you, captain,” the young 
man said. 

 “Here they come,” gritted out the older man. 

 Then the door burst down, and dark shapes flitted in 
with a faint echo of a cackle. 

 “Short. Controlled. Bursts,” the captain said in time to 
the staccato blazes from the gun muzzle. 

 “Chya right!” said the younger guard, opening up full 
auto and peppering the wall and the intruders with bullets. 
Then his gun was slapped aside and a leaping intruder flung 
him against the wall. Another rose up behind the captain, 
who turned with a snarl to meet his death. 

 The door spun across the room, hurled with inhuman 
strength. It slammed into one of the vampires, sending it 
flying. The other whirled with a snarl in time to catch a fist to 
its face that bashed it in. 

 The two guards staggered to their feet to see the 
gleaming steel man, huge and stern in the dim light of the 
locker room. 
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 “You are Captain Wilks,” Rasputin intoned. “You know 
where the security and janitors in the complex are supposed 
to be?” 

 “That I do,” the captain said, straightening his hat. 

 Rasputin nodded. “Let‟s go get them.” 

* 

 Clicking, clacking, and the occasional metallic whine 
echoed through the narrow concrete corridor. Huge steam 
pipes ran along one wall, and the only light came from a pair 
of flashlights. 

 “I figure we can kick up a ruckus when we get there,” 
Logan said, “but there‟s no good reason ta let „m see us 
comin.” 

 “Fair enough,” Victor nodded, flashing his light down 
their back trail. “You‟re certain you know where we‟re 
going?” 

 “Positive,” Logan said. “This is on my route.” 

 “Ah, your security runs,” Victor said. 

 “Yer quick,” Logan said. “You pick up on what‟s goin 
on real fast.” 

 “It‟s a gift,” Victor shrugged. 

 “So why on earth do you need power armor?” Logan 
asked. “Latveria aint in the military market.” 

 Victor abruptly stopped walking. “Part of my 
arrangement with Stark is that there are no questions asked,” 
he said sharply. 

 Logan stopped, and turned to look at him. “Do I have a 
stupid little mustache an more money than I know what to 
do with? No. That‟s cause I‟m not Stark. And you don‟t have 
to answer.” He turned back to their trek. “I was just curious, 
that‟s all.” 
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 “That‟s fair,” Victor relented. “I‟m sorry. I‟m a little 
sensitive on the subject. I feel like I must prove myself, as the 
knights of old. Where I am from, chivalry is not dead nor is 
it outdated. In this day and age I need more to be a knight 
than a metal wrapper. More protection seems to be the order 
of the day when doing battle with the monsters of these 
times.” 

 “I couldn‟t agree with you more,” Logan said, glancing 
around. “Yer in good company with us, I guess. Better pipe 
down. We‟re close…” 

* 

 Stark stood on the roof of the building, staring through 
his faceplate at the perimeter of where the power station 
should be. Instead he saw an undulating shroud of inky 
darkness. A few vampires skulked around its border, keeping 
an alert eye out for intruders. 

 Stark turned to Natasha. “Stay here. When a shot opens 
up on something besides one of the little bloodsuckers, take 
it. I don‟t know what‟s in there, but I‟m going to find out.” 

 She reached up and touched his mask. “Good luck. Be 
successful.” 

 He smiled behind his mask, glad of its cover. “That‟s 
much better than „be careful.‟”  

 She nodded, and stepped away. Stark leaped from the 
roof and kicked in his jets. He kept an eye on his power 
levels; even kicking on the jets there were no energy spikes. 
Smooth as silk. He smiled with pride as he soared off the 
roof towards the darkness, feeling some part of himself come 
alive in this technological shell. 

 Stark gritted his teeth and sailed into the darkness. 
Suddenly his armor kicked into overdrive as though he were 
pushing it to its limits. The armor shuddered as the power 
drain spiked, and then he felt his redundancy systems kick in 
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to keep him in the air. A moment later, his sluggish armor 
clattered down on one knee on the roof of the power station. 

 All the enhancements on his visual interpretation of 
energy spectrums were on, but he could barely make out his 
surroundings. A deep cold radiated from the figure standing 
on the roof near Stark. 

 “You were a fool to come,” came the voice, rolling out 
of the unnatural darkness. “Your power, your light, your life 
will be mine,” he said. 

 Stark focused, his receptors picking out the cruel 
chiseled features of the vampire on the roof with him. He 
saw the glitter of steely fangs. The vampire raised a hand, and 
the drain on Stark‟s suit intensified intolerably. 

 A moment later, even the backups failed. Stark 
collapsed on the roof breathing air that was already slightly 
stale. Panic washed over him. 

 The dark figure approached. 

 “So much for your armor,” it muttered. “Now for your 
life, Anthony Stark.” 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 “Looks like a bomb,” Logan grimly agreed as he looked 
down at the figure affixing a black box to the interior of the 
auxiliary generator. 

 “I have a plan,” Victor said. “We go down there. You 
kill everything. I defuse the bomb. Sound good?” 

 “Like yer readin‟ my mind,” Logan grinned. “First let‟s 
get em all out in the open. In the mood for some snipin?” 

 “Until they give us a reason to stop,” Victor said. He 
tucked the butt of the rifle into his shoulder and lined up 
carefully. Then with a squeeze of the trigger he released a 
tight packet of plasma. The energy hissed through space and 
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crashed into the vampire, searing through its flesh as it 
screamed and toppled back in death throes. 

 Victor snapped off six more shots, and it took three 
shots for the vampires to figure out his position. Then they 
came, running for the ladders and steps to get up to the 
gantry. 

 Victor blasted the ladder, and the vampires leaped to 
catch onto the walkway and pull themselves up. “They sure 
can move, can‟t they,” Victor said through gritted teeth. 

 Logan looked down the thirty feet to the floor. “Your 
armor handle a little jump?” 

 “Theoretically,” Victor said as he blasted into the 
incoming pack, “yes, sure, no problem.” 

 “Good,” Logan said, and he cleared the railing and 
dropped, landing with a muted clang. A moment later, Victor 
swung over the rail and blasted as he fell, plasma bursting 
across several more of the undead creatures. 

 Victor slammed down, landing in a crouch and rolling 
in the armor. He moved awkwardly, but there was a 
smoothness under the armor that showed through its 
unpolished servo coordination. He was up, rifle at the ready. 

 With the ring of steel on steel, Logan‟s claws tore 
through the back of his hands, gleaming in the dim 
emergency lighting. 

 “Me kill. You do bomb,” Logan said. “Like in the plan.” 

 Logan walked out to the middle of the open space and 
grinned ferociously at the vampires still up on the gantry. 

 “Shy?” he said, and he settled into a combat stance. 

 They fell around him, and his claws were moving. He 
fought in rare and graceful form, tearing them in half, heads 
and limbs flying as his vicious claws did their work, slicing 
through unnatural flesh with uncanny ease. 
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 Victor peered in at the black box in the interior of the 
generator. With a clang, a vampire landed on the generator‟s 
upper housing. Victor glanced up and snapped off a blast of 
plasma that knocked the screaming creature back to the 
floor, thrashing and melting. 

 Victor reached in and carefully pulled the casing off the 
black box. Inside he saw the tangle of wires, digital parts, and 
explosives. Then the assembly beeped, and the digital 
readout popped up a thirty second countdown. 

 Twenty nine. 

 Victor grinned, shucking his gauntlets. 

 A challenge! He got busy as he half listened to Logan‟s 
shouts and slashes and the hiss and squeal of the undead. 

* 

 The wall crumpled like sheetrock and the man of steel 
shoved his way in. At a glance, he saw the five dead men and 
the huddle of vampires around the sixth. He roared in fury 
and sprang. The vampires scattered, hissing, and Rasputin 
howled rage as he tore one of the metal bedsteads from the 
bunk in the barracks. He rammed it through the chest of the 
first vampire; hardly precise in hitting the heart, but tearing 
the torso in two all the same. Then he leaped in the middle, 
snatching two by the chest and tearing them to pieces with a 
quick jerk of his hands. 

 The guards huddled in the impromptu doorway and 
watched, slack jawed and wide eyed as he noisily butchered 
the remaining intruders. He stood in the middle of a swirl of 
dust then; it was over. 

 “Captain?” he said. 

 “That‟s the last of them,” the security captain said.  

 “Then it‟s time to return to ops,” Rasputin said. 

 The others got out of his way as he left the scene of 
carnage. 
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* 

 Stark‟s breathing was stentorian and unbearably raspy in 
his ears. For a moment, Creed‟s leering visage floated before 
his eyes and he felt a stab of pain and panic through his 
spine. He struggled for control of himself. 

 His plan. He had a plan. 

 “I swore,” he said to himself, his voice deafening in his 
unpowered suit, “that this would never happen to me again.” 

 He managed to shift his heavy arms to his belt to get 
out an object. He pounded it against the roof and it lit up. 

 A magnesium flare exploded into the forceful darkness. 
The vampire recoiled from the sudden light it could not 
immediately absorb. The vampire was illuminated in a light 
bright enough to burn out a retina in moments. 

 “Have… some light,” Stark said, tossing the flare at the 
vampire as he touched another hidden button on his belt. He 
let out a howl of anguish, but his backup systems reset and 
he had basic power. 

 He hunched over and triggered his preset contingency. 
Every light generator or receptor on his suit suddenly flashed 
at two hundred percent; the resultant flash bulb effect 
snapped into the vampire like a tank shell. The vampire 
reeled, the inky shroud breached— 

 A packet of plasma sizzled out of the night and slapped 
across the vampire‟s head and neck. The plasma exploded in 
a bloom of superheated death, spattering the undead creature 
and sending it toppling over with a shriek. Stark managed to 
drag himself to his feet. He tugged a packet off his belt. 

 “So,” he said conversationally in his modulated 
electronic voice, “how much energy can you absorb directly?” 
 He tossed the small box on the vampire where he 
cringed on the roof, clawing weakly at the plasma burning on 
its head. Then Stark pushed the button. 
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 Napalm flashed across the monstrous creature, who 
leaped it its feet. It screamed as it toppled, rolling and 
howling in agony. 

 Across the complex, the lights came back on. 

* 

 Logan staggered and caught his breath, his shirt entirely 
torn off and his pants shredded. The vampires fled 
screaming.  

 “Stark musta done something,” Logan said. “How we 
doin, Vic?” 

 Victor stared at the bomb. Simple, but effective. No 
tools. He had no tools. He glanced over at Logan, his face 
pale. Logan‟s mirth evaporated and he jogged over. Victor 
looked back at the bomb, mind swiftly outlining his options. 
Seven seconds. 

 Then he reached his conclusion. His eyes glimmered, 
bright and dangerous as a grin spread across his features. “I‟ll 
see your blast,” he murmured to himself, gripping his rifle, 
“and raise you one.” 

 He blasted the bomb with the plasma, and as it broke 
across the bomb it rapidly melted components and 
explosives alike. Logan couldn‟t even bring himself to catch 
his breath as he stared in disbelief and flexed in anticipatory 
pain. 

 All was quiet but the gentle bubbling hiss of the plasma 
dissolving the bomb. 

 Victor slung his rifle, then abruptly slapped Logan on 
the shoulder. “Three seconds to go,” he said. Then he turned 
and walked away, whistling. 

 Logan looked after him, a grin growing on his face. He 
couldn‟t restrain a laugh. 
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 “I will never, EVER,” he said, “understand rich 
people.” He picked up the remains of the bomb and 
followed Victor. 

* 

 Stark revived to see Natasha kneeling next to him. 

 “Are you alright in there?” she asked, concerned. 

 “Fine,” he said, his suit awash in the hum of reserve 
batteries. “I need to go power up, though.” 

 “I guess so,” she said. “Did he drain you?” 

 “Both my standard and backup systems,” Stark said, 
looking at the pool of flame that was working a shapeless 
mass down to ashes.  

 “Then what did you do?” Natasha asked. 

 “I swore an oath to myself that I‟d never be caught 
powerless in this armor again,” Stark said. He shrugged. “I 
devised a bioelectric jumper cable hooked to my biological 
system.” He looked at her. “I use my life energy to jump start 
my suit.” 

 “Does… does it hurt?” she asked with a worried look. 

 “You have no idea,” he said. “But it worked. Long 
enough for your superb shot to hit home.” 

 “Thanks,” she said dryly. “Maybe I need to start 
carrying napalm packets.” 

 “You never know,” Stark said thoughtfully, “when one 
will come in handy.” 

* 

 Rasputin looked up from the monitor. “Open the doors 
to operations,” he commanded. The doors opened, and Stark 
and Natasha walked in. 

 “You were successful,” Rasputin stated. 
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 “Nailed the bad guy,” Stark said. “Some kind of energy 
drain going on there.” 

 “Didn‟t like plasma,” Natasha added. 

 “Who does,” Rasputin grinned. “Here come our other 
heroes.” 

 Victor walked in slowly and took a seat. Logan walked 
in behind him, his wounds reduced to puckers and lines on 
his flesh. He toted a half melted bomb casing. 

 “What were the casualties?” Stark asked. 

 Rasputin cleared his throat. “Twelve. Eight guards and 
four janitors.” 

 Stark‟s expression darkened. “I don‟t want one person 
to tell me it could have been worse. Make sure their families 
are taken care of.” 

 Natasha looked over the bomb that Logan put carefully 
down on the counter. “Stark,” she said. “Stark, I know this 
bomb.” 

 “Course you do,” Logan muttered around his cigar. 

 Natasha ignored him. “This is supposed to be a car 
bomb, handling even armored cars. Look, see where the 
casing handles would be here and here? It‟s meant to go in to 
where the spare tire goes, and any time the car hits a bump 
once it‟s armed, twice it goes off.” 

 “Soviet?” Stark said, walking over to stand next to her 
looking at the bomb. 

 She looked him right in the eye. “I didn‟t see one like 
this until I came to America. In fact, there‟s only one place 
I‟ve seen a bomb like this. Fisk‟s toyshop.” 

 The silence was deafening. 

 “Really,” Stark said. 

 “Really,” she replied. 
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 For a long moment Stark and Natasha looked at each 
other, into each other‟s eyes. Stark turned away.  

 “It will take me half an hour to recharge my suit fully 
and do some minor repairs,” he said. “I want everyone but 
Logan ready to go at the end of that time.” 

 “What do you want from me?” Logan asked. 

 “I want you to make sure nothing else goes down here,” 
Stark said. “Look after our people. The security teams are 
called in and suited up, and we‟re installing decentralized 
power generators right now. We won‟t get caught out like 
that again. Still, in case we have any slow learners.” 

 “Yes sir,” Logan said. “I‟ll hold the fort.” 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Natasha checked her watch in the bouncing darkness of 
the back of the armored truck. Almost two o‟clock. Seemed 
like forever since midnight. 

 “Victor,” Stark said, “Fisk isn‟t going to be happy to see 
us, just so you know. I‟m his greatest rival in the business 
world. Rasputin there beat him almost to death with his bare 
hands. And Natasha worked for him briefly until she 
defected.” 

 “I believe this is our first introduction,” Victor said, 
taking Natasha‟s hand. “My name is Victor von Doom. I am 
the king of Latveria.” 

 “I am Natasha Romanova,” she said. “Pleased to meet 
you.” 

 “So tell me,” Victor said to Stark. “Has this Fisk person 
used supernatural attackers before?” 

 “Sort of,” Stark said, and he looked at the floor. 

 Victor slowly nodded. “It is a true monster that can 
unleash such horror on his fellows.” 
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 Then they pulled up a block away from Fisk 
Enterprises. The doors opened and the four of them piled 
out. 

 The building was dark except for sporadic emergency 
lighting. Stark sighed. “Looks like our visitor came here first. 
They may still be in the area, so stay sharp. Here‟s the plan. 
I‟ll fly up and take a look around the outside, you three head 
up to Fisk‟s area from the lobby. Natasha and Rasputin know 
the way, so you better stay close to them. Any questions?” 

 They shook their heads. 

 “Good,” Stark said. He snapped on his helmet. “Don’t 
dawdle.” His voice came through computer modulated, 
almost recognizable, somehow decentralized. 

 He leaped into the air and fired his boot jets, and soared 
up the side of the building. The others approached the 
barricades in the front.  

 Inside there was a rustling movement. 

 “Lock and load,” Natasha said, raising her rifle. 

* 

 Stark saw the gaping hole in the wall of Fisk‟s personal 
suite, high up on the tower. He powered over to it, riding a 
blast of energy. He soared down to the hole, his targeting 
systems picking out the room in exquisite detail. 

 Fisk lay on his back in the middle of the floor, vampires 
huddled around him. They were slowly draining his blood. 
Perched primly on his stomach was a pale woman dressed in 
black. 

 Stark announced his presence with a series of micro 
blasts from his repulsors, packets of light squirting out of his 
palm disks and sizzling through the air to crack against the 
vampires, scattering them. The vampire seated on Fisk‟s belly 
bounded to her feet on him and hissed menacingly. Stark 



 

104 

lined up and pierced her with a lance of energy that slammed 
into her and blew her back through the wall. 

 The vampires that still could scrabbled out of the room, 
so when Stark‟s brilliant energy jets carried him into the 
destroyed board room he was alone with Fisk. 

 Stark‟s enhanced power servos whined with the strain as 
he tugged Fisk to a sitting position. Stark made a mental note 
to upgrade that power when he had a chance. 

 “So,” Stark said, seeing Fisk‟s eyepatch. “Where’s the Jolly 
Roger?” 

 “They knocked out my power, took me completely by 
surprise,” Fisk managed, his huge chin weak. He could barely 
force his heavy lidded eye open. “They aren‟t yours?” 

 “You should know better,” Stark chided.  

 “Probably some South American cartel I irritated this 
week,” Fisk said. “I‟ll find out who did this and they will 
pay.” 

 “Same crew hit me,” Stark said. 

 “Really,” Fisk said thoughtfully, his voice empty. “Then 
it might be something different.” For a moment he couldn‟t 
hold his head up, then he rallied his strength. “They caught 
me at a bad time. I‟m sort of between help at the moment, 
understaffed. I had no idea I was this vulnerable.” He cast a 
sharp look at Stark. “I assure you by tomorrow I won‟t be.” 

 “I’m here to help,” Stark said. “My people are downstairs 
working their way up here.” 

 Fisk snorted. “It was easy for the vampires to get in,” 
he said. “Half of them… used to be… my people. Since my 
meetings are at night anyway,” he shrugged, “it was natural 
enough for them to show up looking pale. Their first target 
when the power went down was my armory.” 
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 “I know,” Stark said, his voice sour. “They brought me one 
of your bombs, thanks a lot. But if they hit your armory, why weren’t 
they more heavily armed?” 

 “Ask them, not me,” Fisk said. “I‟m thirsty,” he added, 
and he gestured at the wall. “Fridge. Water.” 

 Stark walked over to the refrigerator and brought Fisk 
several gallons of water. “Get a change of clothes on, wash your 
face, get something to eat. You need to pull yourself together to get this 
situation under control.” 

 “Yes, yes of course,” Fisk managed, then he downed an 
entire gallon of water.  

 Stark walked over to the shattered wall and looked out 
over the wild windy night. “This isn’t over yet…” 

* 

 They slammed into the stairwell, and Rasputin leaned 
against the door to keep it closed. Natasha and Victor leaned 
against the walls, breathing hard, swapping out plasma clips. 

 Natasha looked at the torn shoulder of her jumpsuit. “A 
bite,” she said, subdued. “Does it turn you into a vampire? 
Being bitten?” 

 “No,” Victor said, shaking his head and dabbing blood 
off his forehead. “Not from these. They would have to 
capture us, take us to the one who created them. Then we 
could be subsumed into parasites like these poor soulless 
victims. For them this death is a mercy, whether they know it 
or not.” 

 “Good,” Natasha said with a nod. “I‟d hate to have to 
nuke New York.” 

 “These vampires are part of an energy network, but 
they‟re too low on the food chain to pass the curse on,” 
Victor explained. “They don‟t have enough energy to impart 
some to us.” 

 “How do you know all this?” Natasha asked. 
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 “Because,” Victor replied in Russian, “I have studied 
the occult with the Rom. And if anybody would know,” he 
added with a shrug. He let the thought trail off. 

 Victor froze. “Did you hear that?” he said. 

 A moment later, the attack came from both up the 
stairs and down the stairs at the same time. Victor and 
Natasha opened fire, generously blanketing both stairways 
with plasma. The vampires died screaming; only one got 
through, and it was bashed through a wall by Rasputin.  

 “Well, comrades,” Rasputin said in Russian, “I have 
good news and bad news. The good news is we are safe from 
that assault. The bad news,” he added, peering at where the 
steps going up and down used to be, “is that since you 
zealously melted the steps getting us out of here, we will have 
to return to the lobby.” 

 “Everybody‟s a critic,” Natasha said crisply in English. 
“Let‟s go.” 

 Rasputin hauled the door open, and the three of them 
moved into the lobby. Rasputin took the center, flanked by 
Victor and Natasha. 

 For a moment, all they saw was the open lobby, 
shredded and blasted, with eddying wind blowing off the 
street through the shattered front of the building and dancing 
with the ashes of destroyed vampires. Then they heard a low 
hiss, and they saw a pack of vampires slink out of the 
shadows in one corner. 

 “Look out!” Victor said, but it was too late. 

 A pale shadow dropped from above into their midst. 
First a shove sent Natasha flying into the pack of vampires. 
In less than a heartbeat the pale shadow had snagged 
Rasputin and hurled him back into the stairwell, crashing off 
the landing and falling into the molten concrete and plasma 
below.  
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 Victor whipped his rifle around and she grabbed the 
barrel and backhanded his exposed face. He flew back. 

 She smiled, standing straight. Then she looked at Victor 
where he sprawled, dazed. 

 “You‟ll do,” she hissed, and she tucked his cannon 
under her arm and closed in on him. 

* 

 Fisk still looked haggard, but the transformation was 
miraculous. He had eaten, cleaned himself up, and changed 
his clothes. He was commanding once again. 

 “I am somewhat relieved that you rescued me, Stark,” 
Fisk said. “I‟ll give you a word to the wise, by way of 
gratitude.” 

 “I’m not sure I’m interested in your wisdom,” Stark said. 

 “On the contrary,” Fisk said, “I think you can profit 
from my mistake. I‟m sure Ms. Romanova told you she was 
checking with her exiled countrymen in South America. But I 
am equally sure she did not tell you why.” 

 “I don’t need to know what she’s looking for,” Stark said 
firmly. 

 “No?” Fisk said, raising an eyebrow. He smiled, an ugly 
and predatory twist on his wide, hawkish features. “She is 
looking for… her husband. The Project seems to have told 
her that he‟s alive somehow, and she seeks to be reunited 
with her true love, Alexi Shostakov. She will use anyone and 
any tool at her disposal to accomplish her goal.” Fisk‟s 
enunciation became precise and careful. “You are 
expendable, a resource, just as I was. Whether she succeeds 
or fails, and this is the important part,” Fisk said, “you are at 
most an asset and at worst a toy.” 

 He paused to let his words sink in. Stark did not move, 
again pleased to have a faceplate. 

 “You’re wrong,” Stark said. 
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 “Of course I am,” Fisk soothed. “So close, and yet so 
far away.” He lit his cigarette. “I had best call the police.” 

 “No need to get police killed over this,” Stark said. “Let us 
finish this out.” 

 Fisk nodded. “Just stay out of my vault,” he added 
sternly. 

 Stark looked at him for a long moment. “Is that why you 
think we came? To get into your stupid vault?” 

 Fisk shrugged. “A master opponent takes advantage of 
any opening he is given,” he said. “Crisis points are the chaos 
times, the flux that allow the level headed to accomplish the 
impossible.” 

 Stark just stared at him, then shook his head. “I need to go 
help my people,” he said.  

* 

 Rasputin glared around the glowing slag that 
surrounded him. He knew he couldn‟t make the jump to the 
next level. He thrust his hand into the hot wall, making 
himself a handhold. Then he punched another. And another.  

 He almost reached the landing when, with a creak and a 
croak, the weakened wall buckled then collapsed. Rasputin 
was buried in the slag under the avalanche of building 
materials. 

 “Gravity,” Rasputin muttered, deep in the concrete. 

* 

 Natasha lashed out and found herself free for a 
moment. She reached over to her cuff and whipped out a 
razorwire garrote. One vampire charged her and she deftly 
sidestepped, dropping the loop over its head and then 
tugging the cord with all her strength and skill. The head was 
sawed off in one quick stroke, and the vampire keeled over 
ashing. 
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 Another charged, but she snagged his wrist and flipped 
him to crash against the wall. Another, and she sidestepped, 
lashing out and tripping him. She knew her limits, and there 
were simply too many of them. She gambled, dropping one 
of Stark‟s napalm packets and pushing the trigger. 

 As the flame popped and flowed, she managed to twist 
clear just before it gushed on to her. The vampires scattered, 
only a few caught in the carnage. She was running out of 
tricks. She flipped around with her back to an open room 
and she was swiftly surrounded. She gritted her teeth and 
narrowed her eyes, examining roof structures; she had to find 
a way out of this. 

 Just then the door to the stairwell tore away, and 
Rasputin stood gleaming in the doorway, his face a steel 
mask of rage. 

 Natasha grinned. 

 The vampires that did not run were momentarily 
crushed. 

 “Do not touch me!” Rasputin said. “I am very hot.” 

 “Indeed,” Natasha said. “Good thing you have that 
steel mesh underwear.” 

Just then screams and blasts echoed. The two 
Russians ran to the elevator bank. 

 A door blasted out of its socket, and Stark came 
powering out of the shaft. His armor gleamed, and a swirl of 
ashes and exhaust gushed out around him like a dark cloak 
underlit with flame. He landed, and turned to them. 

 “Where’s Victor?” he said. 

* 

 “My name‟s Necra. What‟s yours?” the sleek pale 
creature said, taunting the man who hung upside down. 

 Victor spat at her. An elevator cable was tied around his 
knees, holding him upside down off the ground. “My people 
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have killed your people since the dusk of time," he said, his 
voice cold.  "Nothing will change tonight.” 

 “Bold words,” she said, nodding, her eyes slitted and 
hungry. She looked at his plasma cannon, then carelessly 
tossed it to the floor of the elevator shaft. 

 Just out of reach. 

 It clattered off the wall and landed on its side, 
awkwardly tilted on it‟s fusion pack. 

 “I was going to consume Fisk,” Necra said. “To make 
him one of us. He‟s perfect in every way. But, alas, that was 
not to be,” she said, turning her gaze on him again. “And it 
has been a long, long time since I tasted the blood of the 
Rom.” She licked her lips. “Delicious. I‟m getting a high just 
imagining, anticipating the moment.” 

 “And you‟re wounded,” Victor said. “You need my 
blood to get out of here.” 

 “That too,” she nodded. She unbound her hair, and like 
liquid midnight it flowed down her shoulders and back. 
“This is going to be… exquisite. I can smell your blood 
through your skin, my sweet.” 

 Desperation settled in. Victor thrashed in his cable, 
reaching down desperately, but his fingertips could barely 
brush the highest part of the tilted gun, brushing the smooth 
barrel. Nothing to grip. No hope. 

 Victor gritted his teeth as Necra threw back her head 
and her laughter pealed up the shaft. Then he grinned, pale 
and dangerous, and his eyes glittered. 

 “I am a von Doom,” he hissed. “I am never helpless.” 

 His will, his wits, and his mind converged. In a spasm 
of speed he tore his gauntlet off and hurled it down at the 
barrel of the gun. It slapped down, popping the butt up in 
the air. Victor snatched it, twirled the gun into his grip, and 
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with almost superhuman speed he lined up on Necra and 
squeezed the trigger. 

 The plasma blasted across her at point blank range, 
flinging her back against the wall in a spatter of molten 
matter. Her shriek reverberated through the entire building 
as she staggered, stumbling out of his line of sight as he 
squeezed the trigger again, again. Exerting his will, he 
managed to contract his torso enough to blast the cable that 
held him hanging. He clattered to the concrete in his armor. 
For a moment, he just lay still. 

* 

 “It came from over here, I would swear it,” Rasputin 
said, running through the kitchen to the service elevator. 

 Just then the door cranked open, and Victor hauled 
himself out of the shaft. His face was ashen pale, his eyes 
haunted. 

 “Are you… all right?” Rasputin asked. 

 “I don‟t want to talk about it,” Victor said. “I 
encountered the stronger one. Necra is her name. I hit her at 
close range with the rifle. I think she‟s had enough.” 

 “We should go before we get too involved and Fisk forgets that he 
owes us one,” Stark agreed. 

 A few minutes later they walked toward the armored 
truck a block away. Several trucks had pulled to abrupt stops 
in front of the building. Men in dark suits with guns 
converged on the building, no doubt summoned by Fisk. 

 The reinforcements pointedly refused to notice Stark 
and his people, who paid them the same respect. Soon 
Stark‟s people were safely in their armored truck and pulling 
away. 

 Except for the thrash and rattle of the truck driving 
over city streets, it was subdued and quiet in the back. Stark 
couldn‟t look at Natasha, who was quietly trembling. Victor 
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stared down at his gun, seeing nothing. Rasputin flexed and 
exerted himself, then sighed. His armor began to fade back 
into flesh. 

 “I had to wait,” he explained, “I had to wait for my steel 
mesh underwear to cool before I could resume my normal 
form.” He heaved a sigh. “At least that‟s over.” 

 “What‟s over?” Stark said sharply, removing his helmet. 

 “Um,” Rasputin said uncertainly. 

 “If we don‟t know, then it isn‟t over,” Stark said. 

 “In that case it may never be over,” Natasha said, her 
eyes serious. “Sometimes we have to live with uncertainty 
whether we like it or not.” 

 “Yes,” Stark said, staring her straight in the eye. “And 
sometimes we‟ll do some pretty desperate things to resolve 
that uncertainty, no matter the cost. We all have a need for 
resolution.” 

 “Life can‟t really go on without it,” she agreed, her eyes 
shimmering with unshed tears. 

 “Then it‟s settled,” Rasputin said briskly. “We find the 
source of this contagion and wipe it out.” 

 “You can‟t,” Victor said quietly, his eyes haunted. 
“They are too deep in the world‟s bones. All we can do is 
drive them back. For a time.” 

 “Then drive them back we will,” Stark said. “Do you 
know how to find them? The source of this?” 

 “I know a sorcerer,” Victor said. “If anyone knows 
where this attack comes from, he does.” 

 “Hopefully he‟ll know what to do when and if we do 
find it,” Stark said. 

 “Let‟s hope we‟re good enough,” Victor said. 

 “We have to be,” Rasputin said softly. “We have to be.”  
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Running Interference 
 

January 23 

 “Nothing like other people cooking for you when it‟s as 
nasty out as it is tonight,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “I can support that observation,” the tall man seated 
across from him said with a nod. “Especially when you‟re far 
from home. I tell you, I get really, really tired of McDonalds.” 

 “Who wouldn‟t?” Peter said. “This is my favorite pizza 
joint. Ahem.” He turned his nose up a bit and glanced at the 
other man sideways with a grin. “May I take zees opportunity 
to recommend zee Barbecue Chicken? It‟s an excellont 
vintahze, and the speciality de la house.” 

 “Sounds good,” the other man nodded. “My treat. I 
insist.” 

 “Aw, come on, Doc,” Peter said. “My town, I got this.” 

 “Next time,” the other man said with a warm smile. 
“Next time. So how have your studies been going?” 

 “Pretty spotty last semester,” Peter admitted ruefully. “I 
had a few things come up. My aunt got sick, I was in a car 
accident, stuff like that. Made it tough to focus.” 

 “That‟s all?” the other man said. 

 “Mostly,” Peter shrugged. 

 “No girlfriend, huh,” he grinned. 

 “Oh that. And I got a girlfriend,” Peter said, shaking his 
head. “You‟re sharp, Doc Connors.” 

 “I‟ve been around college students long enough,” 
Connors shrugged. “Is she pretty?” 

 “As a sunrise,” Peter said, “and about as fiery. What‟ve 
you been up to?” 
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 “The usual,” Connors shrugged. “I was in Chicago for a 
guest lecture series, thought I‟d take the long way home. My 
wife hates it when I do that, but it‟s a lot easier than making 
another trip.” 

 “Let‟s hear it for frequent flyer miles,” Peter nodded. 
“No more trouble with the, uh,” 

 “No,” Connors said quickly. “No, the good Doctor 
cured me of that particular affliction.” He shifted his collar 
down to show the top corner of a bold red and black tattoo 
on his chest. “It‟s trapped in this… pattern thing. I‟m safe. 
And so are those around me.” 

 “Good to hear,” Peter nodded. “So are you staying at 
the Hilton?” 

 “Hardly,” Connors said with a wry grin. “Try the Motel 
8. All I need. I‟m not living here after all.” 

 “Just came by to see the Doctor for your checkup,” 
Peter said, his eyes full of mirth. 

 “Now who‟s sharp,” Connors said, leaning back and 
raising his eyebrows. 

 Peter shrugged. “I‟d be worried if I were you. Makes 
perfect sense. I hope he gives you a clean bill of health.” 

 “He‟s not there,” Connors said, his forehead furrowed 
with worry. “His assistant said he was on an investigative trip 
and she‟d pass on my message. But I‟m flying out tomorrow 
at two. So I guess I‟ll have to make another opportunity to 
visit him.” 

 “I‟m just glad I bumped into you on campus, especially 
on a Friday,” Peter said. “It‟s good to actually have a chance 
to talk to you. Things were always busy in class. And now 
that you‟re not giving me a grade I‟m in no danger of sucking 
up.” He grinned. 
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 “Here comes our food,” Connors said. “I‟m starving.” 
He picked up his fork and scooted over a bit. As he did, his 
empty sleeve brushed against the wall. 

 “Once you have some of Luckee‟s Pizza, you never 
look back,” Peter said with a grin. 

 “Not every day your whole life gets changed like that,” 
Connors said. “And so affordable.” 

 Outside, the wind gusted, clacking a tree branch against 
the glass. Peter started for a moment, then relaxed. “It‟s a 
wild night,” he said, and his eyes got a little distant. 

 “I for one plan to spend it quietly,” said Connors.  

* 

 Two figures tumbled into a clearing, tearing free of the 
bushes. 

 “Where is he?” hissed one. 

 “I did not see him,” snarled the other. They looked 
around, their sunken eyes glittering with rage and lust, their 
distended fangs flexing in their gums. 

 Their only warning was a rustling in the trees above. 

 The creatures glanced up, hissing, as a huge man 
dropped from the canopy. He landed between them, already 
moving. He held two halves of a broomstick, sawed at an 
angle across the center to create two sharp clubs, one in each 
hand. He whipped the first around and bashed the creature‟s 
head, knocking it back against the bushes. He spun as the 
other leaped, and he caught it on the chest with his stake. His 
longer arms gave him superior reach; the creature was 
impaled as he ducked its blow. It tumbled down by its fellow, 
twitching and gurgling, eyes huge as it began to wisp and 
smoke, as its skin charred and curled like smoldering 
parchment. 
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 The massive man squared off with the other creature, 
his grin gleaming in the dimness, his eyes dark. The creature 
howled its unnatural fury and sprang at him, a slow learner. 

 The man ducked and thrust, and the creature‟s howl 
was cut off as its ribs snapped and buckled, the sharp wood 
puncturing its heart. The creature was tossed down to 
disintegrate by its partner. The big man looked around, his 
eyes almost luminous in the dark. 

 “She is near,” he whispered to himself. He drew a 
machete from beneath his coat. Kneeling, he lopped the 
heads off the two creatures he had staked. He put the 
machete away and retrieved his stakes. Then he blended once 
more into the darkness, leaving behind the smoking and 
decapitated bodies. 

* 

 Peter strolled through the front door, tossed his keys on 
the table, and shrugged off his flimsy jacket. He opened the 
fridge and pulled out the milk carton, slugging down a few 
swallows. The phone rang. He quickly folded the milk carton 
shut and tossed it back in the fridge, shutting the door. He 
snagged the phone. 

 “Parker Place,” he said. “This is He.” 

 “You make yourself sound like God,” came an amused 
female voice. 

 “No no no,” Peter said, “that would be This is HE. 
What can I do for you, MJ?” 

 “You don‟t waste any time, just cut to the important 
part,” she said archly. “I figure I‟m off work in two hours. 
Thought I might swing by. See if you are as delicious as you 
were the last time I was there.” 

 “I‟ve been rubbing myself in herbs and spices. My 
bathtub marinade is just about perfect,” Peter deadpanned. 
“Did I mention I‟m vintage?” 
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 “You‟re something,” Mary Jane said. “I may even bring 
something tasty myself.” 

 “If you don‟t stop lining your clothes with aphrodisiac, 
somebody‟s going to get hurt,” Peter said. 

 “It‟s all natural,” Mary Jane said. “I‟d have to take a 
shower to remove it all.” 

 “Guh,” Peter said. “We‟re about to break laws about 
legal use of the phone here. This is a toll free call. 
Remember, we‟re a kid‟s show here.” 

 “Not what I auditioned for,” Mary Jane said. “I‟ll see 
you at ten.” 

 “I‟ll be here. Unless, you know.” Peter glanced out the 
window. 

 “You‟re a lucky man,” Mary Jane said. “If you stand me 
up, I just assume you‟re risking your life in some wild battle 
or something.” 

 “It‟s gonna take me a minute to sort out exactly 
whether that makes me lucky or not,” Peter said. “I‟d better 
get to it. See you at ten.” 

 She hung up the phone, and Peter walked over to the 
window and shook his head. Then he looked out the window 
again. 

 Fought the urge. 

 Lost. 

 Peter jogged down the block, baring his teeth to the 
chill wind. Once around the corner he lightly ran up the 
building to the roof, and stripped down to his mesh. He 
pulled the hood on, webbed his clothes in a bundle out of 
sight, and vaulted off the rooftop. 

 “This is stupid,” he muttered. “I get a new apartment, 
and I go swinging around in my underoos. What has to be 
wrong with me?” 
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 The wind is bright in the sky, the whole city is alive with scents, 
and the moon rides high in the clouds tonight. 

 “Yeah, aside from all that,” Peter said as he whirled 
upside down, catching a tree limb with his feet and swinging 
around to higher altitude. “This is risky,” he said, firing out a 
webline with a peculiar tearing zip and slinging over a street. 

 Anybody sees you and wants to make something of it, just poke 
out his eye. 

 “You are SO unhelpful,” Peter said through gritted 
teeth. He changed course and headed for the park. 

* 

 The woman struggled as the pale men gripped her arms 
and dragged her effortlessly down the path. She tried to 
scream or shout, but her broken jaw prevented it. She 
squirmed, but their hands were like cold iron vises. She could 
not escape, and fear had taken hold of her mind and numbed 
it. 

 “There there,” soothed one of the pale men. “Soon it 
will all be over.” 

 He pretended not to see the man that followed in the 
shadows. The pale men exchanged a secret glance and 
smiled. 

 They stepped off  the path through a gap in the bushes 
and dragged their victim further back into the inky darkness 
of  the trees. Their shadow followed them. 

 Finally they pushed through the trees to a clearing 
where a pale woman sat amid the litter of  half  a dozen dead 
and drained husks that had once been people. Half  her face 
was badly burned, and her neck had exposed ropes and coils 
of  tendon and muscle beneath where flesh had burned away. 
She also sported a gaping burn in her torso. 

 “More,” she managed, and the two creatures tossed the 
injured woman to her. She snatched her victim greedily and 
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plunged in her distended fangs, slurping and tearing at the 
hapless woman‟s neck. 

 One of  the creatures made a peculiar gurgling hiss, 
clutching its chest. Then it fell over, and the others saw a 
feathered bolt protruding from its back on the left side. 

 The burned creature paused in her feast. “Find him. 
Bring him… to me.” She buried her face in the dying 
woman‟s neck once more. 

 The bushes rustled as a number of  her brood moved to 
comply. 

 A dozen yards away the big man broke cover, running 
hard. He spun once in the open, bringing up the crossbow 
and dropping his first pursuer with an expert shot to the 
heart. Seven more came on as he tossed the crossbow aside 
and tore his machete from its sheath. His other hand 
snagged a stake from his belt. He twirled his weapons once 
and settled in a combat stance as they surrounded him. 

 Predictably enough, one leaped at him from behind. He 
spun, knocking its talons aside with his machete and 
ramming a stake through the exposed ribs at the creature‟s 
flank. Its leap carried it forward to crash on the grass, faintly 
whining as its body began to burn from the inside out. 

 The huge man continued his spin, lashing out at 
another of  the creatures. One darted forward and shoved at 
his arm, stopping its momentum, as another snagged the 
machete from his grip. The big man ducked and twirled out 
of  the way, right into the rest of  the mob.  

 They bore him to the ground, hideous strength in their 
whipcord bodies. He plunged his thumb into the eye socket 
of  one, crushed the throat of  another, but to these things 
such damage was cosmetic. In moments they had pinned 
him, so they retreated to grip his ankles and wrists and head, 
leaving his torso exposed. 
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 She glided from the shadows. The burn on her torso 
was smaller, and she had all her teeth back and some of  the 
flesh on the side of  her head. She gazed at the man on the 
ground with unabashed unnatural lust, and she slowly licked 
her teeth. 

 “You mind tellin me what you‟re doin to my big 
homicidal pal there?” came a voice from across the clearing. 

 The hissing mob of  creatures turned to look at a man 
who stood twenty feet away, dressed in a single piece black 
leotard with huge oval eyespots, pale against the dark suit. 

 “Kill him,” hissed the burned woman. Four remained 
with the prisoner, one for each limb, and the other three 
sprinted towards the newcomer. 

 The spider ghost sighed, glanced up at the moon, and at 
the last moment darted out of  the way. The creatures 
skidded to a halt, but before they could turn he had leaped 
and kicked two of  them, planting a foot between their 
shoulderblades. They were carried off  their feet by the force 
of  the blow and sent tumbling down the hill, flailing for 
purchase to stop themselves. The third snapped at the spider 
ghost, who easily evaded then pounded a backhand across its 
head that sent the creature soaring into its comrades. The 
spider ghost whirled to face the group around the man 
pinned to the ground. 

 “Bad dog no bite!” yelled the spider ghost, bringing up 
his forearms. With a sound like tearing silk he fired off  two 
streams of  globby fluid that slapped into the mouths of  two 
of  the creatures crouched over their prisoner. 

 “Enough, buffoon,” hissed the pale woman. “We shall 
see what you are made of.” She drew a ceremonial curved 
dagger from her belt. 

 “Sugar, spice, everything nice,” the spider ghost said, 
ticking ingredients off  on his fingers. “Wait, that‟s little 
girls…” 
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 She lunged, but he slid out of  the way. In a single 
bound he landed on the big man‟s chest, lashing out with his 
feet to knock two of  the creatures away. He snatched the 
other two by the shoulders and smacked their heads together, 
distracting them long enough for him to spin and fire 
another webline out, pinning one of  the charging woman‟s 
feet to the ground. She flopped to the earth very ungracefully 
as the spider ghost leaped into the trees with the big man in 
tow. 

 “And I thought Amway was pushy,” his voice echoed 
back. “Isn‟t this how cults recruit?” 

 “Find him,” the woman snarled to her brood. “Find 
him and we will crush him. Or worse,” she said, an evil smile 
twisting her face. 

* 

 “I must admit I did not expect to see you, but I am glad 
you arrived,” the huge man said. 

 “What the hell is going on, Kravinoff ?” Peter said. 
“And what were those things?” 

 “Vampires,” Kravinoff  said decisively. “I am hunting 
them.” 

 “For sport?” Peter said. 

 “No,” Kravinoff  said, and he half  winced. “I have my 
reasons. It is not murder, my friend. In a way they are already 
dead. No pulse, no breath. Only malignant energies of  the 
damned.” 

 “For future reference, you know, it‟s a bad idea to attack 
eight supernatural baddies with a crossbow, a stick, and a 
flimsy sword. Just fyi.” 

 “The idea is to attack a few at a time,” Kravinoff  said. 
“I was discovered.” He shook his head. “I attacked when I 
should have waited, but they were tearing a girl‟s throat out 
and I felt compelled to interrupt.” 
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 “Yeah, I guess I can see that,” Peter said, subdued. “So 
what now?” 

 “I resume the hunt. I believe she has about a dozen 
lackeys in her brood, and they are collecting living blood so 
she may heal grievous wounds sustained last night. I am 
trying to stop them before she is fully healed. She is at the 
heart of  the brood, and slaying her means that no more 
could be created.” 

 “Wow,” Peter said reflectively. “I just fell headlong into 
a bad eighties movie.” 

 “Scoff  if  you like,” Kravinoff  said. “Regardless, I thank 
you for your help. Now I must return to it.” 

 Kravinoff  gasped as a wooden shaft punched into his 
arm. He clutched at it and looked wildly along its flight path.  

 “It has returned to you, mortal feedbag,” hissed a voice, 
and several pale men and women stalked out of  the shadows. 
One held his crossbow and was reloading. “Prepare yourself. 
The Queen is coming.” 

 “Kravinoff,” Peter said between gritted teeth as he 
gripped the huge man‟s arm. “We‟re surrounded.” Peter‟s 
senses probed the shadows, and he was disturbed at what 
they found. 

 “Let them come,” snarled Kravinoff. 

 “I got this,” said the spider ghost. He bounded toward 
the one with the crossbow, firing a glob of  web that 
splattered across the bolt track. Then he spun, low, leg out, 
and knocked one of  the vampires down. 

 Another vampire dropped from a tree on the other side 
of  the clearing and opened fire with a submachine gun. The 
spider ghost whirled and bounded, senses delineating each 
and every bullet as it hummed through the air, anticipating 
their paths, keeping him out of  the way; his mind was 
submerged in raw flashing instinct that slung him around 
faster than the bullets that hunted him. 
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 Kravinoff  dove for cover as the bullets scattered across 
the clearing, smacking into several vampires with little effect. 
He ended crouched behind a tree stump, where two 
descended on him.  He curled into a roll and evaded their 
strike, smashing a stake into one‟s heart through its back. 
Then he dove for deeper cover as bullets sang and zipped 
around him, ricocheting off  of  trees and snipping through 
bushes. 

 “Now you‟ve done it,” the spider ghost said from up in 
a tree where his dodge had taken him. “Cops will swarm the 
park looking for gunfire.” 

 “They will be too late,” the pale woman said. “Get 
him.” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Vampires swarmed into the tree, clambering up and 
chasing him. The spider ghost effortlessly spun and whirled 
further up, quite familiar with moving through trees in 
Central Park. He bounded out of  the top of  the tree, landing 
effortlessly on the ground far below, alone with their leader. 

 “I‟d say something about them barking up the wrong 
tree but that‟s too easy,” the spider ghost said. “Let‟s dance.” 

 She hissed and struck at him, but he moved aside with 
the ease of  instinct. She whirled, clawing and tearing, but he 
managed to slip and slide around her attacks as though he 
was insubstantial shadow. “I can keep this up all night you 
know,” he said. 

 “Can you?” she hissed, narrowing her eyes to glittering 
slits.  

 “Yep,” he said, and he shot a punch through her attack 
and crushed bone in the burned side of  her face. She was 
flung back to crash against a tree trunk and collapse in a 
heap. “That‟s a fact. Now, I don‟t know about this whole 
„vampire‟ thing, so how about I just web you to the ground 
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and we wait for Mister Sun. If  you‟re a vampire, you‟re an 
undead freak and you burn and die end of  story. If  you‟re a 
deeply misguided person in serious need of  therapy, then you 
got nothing to worry about except the triggering of  your 
psychosis sending you spiraling into a comatose state.” He 
paused. “Maybe that‟s not quite what I was looking for. But 
anyway, you people seem to fall apart when defeated, so I 
would tend to subscribe to the whole „undead‟ theory, 
unlikely as it sounds to my trained scientific mind.” He 
glanced over at the tree he had been chased around in, and 
noticed there were no vampires in it now. “Of  course,” he 
added as his senses probed his surroundings, “I suppose I 
have little to say on behalf  of  science's ascendancy 
considering I shoot webs out of  my arms and I run across 
ceilings in my silk tights.” 

 “Surrender or he dies,” the pale woman said, rising 
unsteadily. 

 Her mob of  vampires dragged an unconscious 
Kravinoff  out of  the treeline. One vampire cranked his head 
back and gripped this throat in its teeth. 

 “Oh,” the spider ghost said. “Um. Well. So if  I 
surrender what happens then?” 

 “Whatever I want to happen,” snapped the woman. 
“Surrender!” 

 “I surrender. Release him,” Peter said. 

 “You heard the man,” the pale woman said as her eyes 
narrowed. “Release the hunter.” 

 The vampire pulled his jaws away from Kravinoff ‟s 
neck, and grinned. He gripped the hunter‟s head, ready to 
snap his neck. 

 “No!” the spider ghost shouted, stepping forward. 

 Kravinoff  whipped his head back, smacking into the 
vampire‟s face. He roared as he poured every ounce of  his 
strength and cunning into winning free of  their grips. 
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 The vampire queen darted towards the struggle from 
one side, the spider ghost from the other. The spider ghost 
veered off  and slide tackled her, deflecting her snap with his 
forearm as she bit at him. Springing off  of  her and into the 
air, he squirted as much web down at her as he could manage 
on his upward arc. She slithered away from some of  it, but 
found herself  gummed to the ground for the moment. 

 The spider ghost landed striking, smashing one vampire 
off  Kravinoff  and tearing another one‟s teeth out of  the big 
man‟s shoulder. Kravinoff  shifted his weight and hurled one 
from him to crash into a tree, and then leaned forward as the 
spider ghost lashed out, knocking the last one into the brush. 

 “You okay?” the spider ghost said. 

 “Yes,” Kravinoff  managed. “They sought to subdue me, 
not to kill me. Let‟s go.” 

 “Incoming,” the spider ghost said. They turned to run 
when two policemen pounded into view on the path that 
intersected the clearing. 

 “Freeze!” one shouted, leveling his automatic pistol at 
Kravinoff. The big man half  grinned as he ran, and he 
gathered himself  for a spring into the treeline. Suddenly, a 
vampire rose before him in the trees. 

 Armed with a submachine gun. 

 The spider ghost saw it too; he fired out webbing that 
slopped across the gun barrel as Kravinoff  pounced on the 
hapless undead. 

 “I said freeze!” shouted one of  the cops, and both of  
them lined up with their pistols as Kravinoff  smashed down, 
tearing the gun from the vampire and crushing a blow across 
its head, mashing it into the tree. The creature hissed and 
slashed at him, but he dodged. 

 Then the bullets slammed into him, knocking him into 
the trees as they pounded into his back and side. The spider 
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ghost jerked his head around to see the cops fire off  another 
volley into the brush as the vampire slid around the tree. 

 “Sir, you okay? Did he hurt you?” one of  the cops said 
as they ran towards the vampire. 

 “Kravinoff,” whispered the spider ghost. Then he 
dropped from the trees behind the vampire. The creature 
spun to face him as he backhanded it into the tree trunk with 
a thud that shook the whole tree. The police hesitated. 

 A moment later, the vampire was thrust out of  the 
brush, it‟s head dented. It hissed and squalled, fangs 
distended, and scrabbled to get the police. 

 Faced with the fanged, gory creature the police 
blanched; then they saw its shadow, dark with huge pale eyes. 

 “Run,” the shadow said in a flat voice. They turned and 
ran as a blow smashed home on the vampire‟s neck with the 
crack of  shattered bone. 

 “They didn‟t even see me,” purred a lethal voice. The 
spider ghost just bounced into the trees, scooped up 
Kravinoff, and escaped at high speed. 

 Vampires that were none the worse for wear after taking 
the time to regenerate drifted out of  the shadows. Their 
queen stood before them. 

 “Find him,” she said. “We haven‟t finished our 
conversation yet. After all, he did surrender…” 

* 

 The spider ghost lowered himself  and his passenger 
through the skylight on a web line. Kravinoff  was laid out on 
a table, and the spider ghost bounded up and shut the 
skylight. He leaned over Kravinoff, inspecting the webbing 
he had sprayed on the bullet holes. 

 “Still in me,” Kravinoff  muttered. He was ghastly pale, 
his mouth rimed with blood. “The bullets. Did not exit.” 

 “Quiet,” the spider ghost said. “Save your strength.” 
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 “Take that ridiculous mask off,” Kravinoff  gasped out. 
“You‟re going to have to operate on me.” 

 The spider ghost stood stock still for a moment. He 
pulled the mask back. “I can‟t operate on you,” he said. “I 
may have great senses and finesse, but I don‟t know a lot 
about anatomy.” 

 “You‟ll have to learn,” Kravinoff  managed, “or I will 
die. I will need blood as well. B positive. A lot of  it.” 

 “You need a doctor, Kravinoff,” Peter said. “I can‟t have 
your blood on my hands.” 

 “No hospitals. No…” Kravinoff  struggled for breath. 

 “I know a doctor that does house calls,” Peter said. 
“Wait here. Rest. I‟ll be back with help.” 

 Then he was gone, and Kravinoff  was alone, slowly 
oozing precious blood. 

* 

 “Just a minute,” Connors said. He walked over to the 
door and opened it, then took a step back. “Peter! Are you 
alright?” 

 “Yes,” Peter said, stepping into his room. His face was 
pale, his eyes glittering and bright. “I have a friend who has 
been shot. We can‟t go to the hospital. We need some blood, 
and surgery. He has two bullets in him.” 

 “Hey, don‟t involve me in this,” Connors said. “Get the 
police. Better your friend live and face the music than die 
because he didn‟t survive an operation in a non-sterile 
environment.” 

 “Not an option,” Peter said, his voice quiet and his face 
set. “He was shot while hunting a pack of  vampires that has 
been killing off  a number of  people tonight. Their leader will 
track him down before long. We have no time. Maybe less. 
For all I know he‟s being killed right now.” 
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 “Again, the police,” Connors said, “even if  I did believe 
your tale of  vampires, he‟d be safer in a police station than in 
some motel room.” 

 “He‟s at his safehouse right now,” Peter said. “Bullets 
are a lot more effective against us than they are against them. 
I don‟t want any policemen to get killed. Last chance. I‟m 
begging. Please come with me. If  you don‟t my friend has no 
chance of  survival. Please.” 

 Connors looked at him for a long, long moment. 

 “Please,” Peter said with a note of  finality. 

 Connors sighed, rubbing his eyes with his only hand. 
“Alright, alright. I‟ll help you. I‟ll need a field triage kit, a first 
aid kit, and if  you can get it a surgical kit. And some blood, 
equipment for a transfusion.” 

 “Everything but the blood would be at the college, 
right?” Peter said. 

 “I suppose,” Connors said. 

 “Did you ever turn your key in from when you were a 
guest lecturer?” Peter asked. 

 “No, I guess I didn‟t,” Connors said slowly. 

 Peter nodded. “I‟ll get the blood. You get in and 
assemble your kit, I‟ll meet you between the science building 
and the lake as soon as possible. Okay?” 

 “I can‟t believe I‟m doing this,” Connors said with a 
shake of  his head. 

 “Okay?” Peter repeated. 

 “Fine, I‟ll meet you there.” 

 Peter nodded, and left. 

 Connors followed him out. 

 Then they went their separate ways. 

* 
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 “Thanks,” Peter said to the cabbie, handing him a tip. 
The cabbie popped the trunk of  the taxi, and Peter pulled 
the cases out then slammed the trunk. Connors clambered 
out of  the taxi and picked up one of  the cases. 

 “Charming neighborhood,” he said, looking around at 
the mix of  apartment buildings and warehouses. 

 “It‟s a safehouse, not a condo,” Peter muttered. He 
picked up the case with the blood, the case with the 
equipment that Connors didn‟t already have. They went 
inside and up the stairs, down the hall, on the fourth floor. 

 Peter put a case down, opened the door. “Wait here,” he 
said to Connors. He walked in half  expecting to see 
Kravinoff  smeared all over the walls. Instead, he was face 
down on the table where Peter had left him. 

 “I got a doctor. Equipment,” Peter said. “You‟re going 
to be okay.” 

 Kravinoff  managed a grunt, and Connors came in. 
“Clear?” the doctor asked. 

 “Close enough,” Peter muttered. “Kravinoff, this is Doc 
Connors. He‟s here to give you a hand. Connors, this is 
Kravinoff, the great white hunter.” He half  smiled at 
Kravinoff ‟s back. 

 “Pleased to meet you,” Connors said. “Let‟s have a 
look.” He glanced sharply at Peter. “What‟s this gunk on his 
back?” 

 “Bandages, don‟t worry about it,” Peter said. “Do your 
stuff.”  

 “I‟m going to need your help,” Connors said. “I‟m not a 
surgeon. And my situation is further complicated,” he said 
ruefully, looking at his empty sleeve. 

 Peter took a deep breath as he put two cases on the 
table and popped them open. He propped the third up 
before he looked over at Kravinoff, then at Connors. 
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 “Tell me what to do,” he said, his jaw set. 

 “First we make this whole thing a lot easier,” Connors 
said. “Fill this syringe with what‟s in that bottle.” 

 “Please tell me that‟s anesthetic,” Kravinoff  said. 

 “It‟s anesthetic,” Connors said. “We‟ll save all the real 
pain until you wake up.” 

 “This is good,” Kravinoff  muttered into the table. 
“Much better than whisky for this sort of  thing.” 

 Then he felt a stick in his arm, and he listened to 
Connors count backwards from ten… 

 The operation got underway, taking all the focus the 
two men had in a desperate battle to save Kravinoff ‟s life. 
No one saw the shadow that peered down on the 
proceedings with interest for a moment, then scuttled off  the 
roof  in search of  its fellows. 

* 

 Peter and Connors stood at the far end of  the 
dilapidated loft from the gore-soaked table where Kravinoff  
lay senseless. 

 “I dunno, Doc,” Peter said. “I‟ve gone toe to toe with 
big clawed monsters, kicked in a guy the size of  a Mac truck, 
and leaped from truck to truck on the interstate, but that‟s 
quite possibly the most nerve wracking thing I‟ve ever done.” 

 “You did it well,” Connors said. “Without your help he 
would surely have died.” 

 “Do you think he‟ll live?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “He‟s a big, healthy man,” Connors shrugged. “We had 
to cut some muscles to get where we needed to get. But I 
think he‟s vital enough to survive without too much 
permanent damage. How did you come to know him?” 
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 “Oh, that,” Peter said. “He tried to kill me with a big 
knife. Tore my guts up. I invited him home for dinner. Long 
story.” 

 “I see,” Connors said, bewildered. 

 The skylights exploded, a shower of  glass cascaded 
downward as lithe dark vampires dropped through, landing 
on the floor in a ready crouch. They zeroed in on Kravinoff. 

 “Oh no you don‟t,” Peter said, tugging the mask up as 
he dashed past Connors and plowed into the vampires from 
behind. 

 In a heartbeat he was tangled with four vampires. They 
spun to engage him, snarling; one tried to get free only to 
find itself  stuck to three of  his fingertips, as trapped as if  it 
had stepped on a bear trap. Another folded the spider ghost 
into a wrestling lock; the spider ghost flexed, and the vampire 
staggered back in startlement; the spider ghost was far 
stronger than the undead shadows. 

 “Nuff  playtime,” the spider ghost grunted. He flung a 
vampire the length of  the loft, squalling and thrashing, and it 
flew in a flat arc to slam into Kravinoff ‟s pull-up bar, its 
spine snapping so the back of  its head briefly touched its 
back. It crumpled but did not start to smoke. 

 “Table,” the spider ghost shouted as he punched his 
hand into a vampire‟s chest. He tore the heart out, a black 
sodden withered rag of  flesh, and he tossed it away as the 
creature unleashed a rending scream. The spider ghost 
ducked and rolled, evading the attacks of  the other two. 

 Connors threw his weight against one of  the tables, 
knocking it over and running around to crouch behind it. To 
brace it. 

 The spider ghost snagged the two vampires and sent 
them sprawling. They each slammed onto one of  the table 
legs, impaled through the chest, sending the table skidding 
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back shoving Connors with it. Smoke wisped up from the 
slain vampires immediately. 

 “Tell me you brought some more,” the spider ghost 
said, voice hard and lethal. 

 Six vampires dropped down through the shattered 
skylight. One of  them was the pale woman. 

 “I brought some more,” their queen said, her smile 
vicious. “I am Necra. Soon you will call me goddess.” She 
looked directly at the spider ghost. 

 “Wow,” the spider ghost said. “Now I feel like I‟m 
getting hit on in a seedy bar.” 

 “Slow him down,” Necra said. The vampires pounced. 

 The spider ghost hurled himself  to the side, noticing 
that Necra‟s wounds had all closed and her alabaster skin was 
flawless. The vampires pursued, and he found himself  hard 
pressed to stay out of  their clutches as he twirled and 
ducked, running up the wall. They leaped, forcing him to the 
side as he eluded them. 

 “Yo goddess,” he pattered as he scrabbled along the 
wall, the vampires leaping after him. “How many people you 
kill to get your complexion back?” 

 “About ten,” she said languidly, waving her hand. She 
started walking towards Kravinoff. “Who can keep track.” 

 The spider ghost propelled himself  forward, landed in a 
roll, and smashed the table Connors hid behind. He popped 
up with a table leg in each hand. 

 “Let‟s go,” he gritted out. He slid under the first strike, 
thrusting a table leg into the second charging vampire‟s chest 
with a popping crunch. Swinging the corpse around, he 
slammed the other leg into the back of  the lead vampire, 
tearing through its flesh and sending it banging into the wall. 

 With a spring he was over the last two that pursued him. 
He touched his fingertips to the tops of  their heads and 
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exerted himself, slamming their skulls together so hard they 
shattered and sprayed their contents in a flat ring. The spider 
ghost hit the floor in a miasma of  dissolving vampire. 

 “This has gone far enough,” he said, glaring at Necra 
and the remaining vampire that guarded her. 

 “I quite agree,” she said demurely. “I accept your 
surrender.” 

 “I think it‟s about time somebody smacked your eye 
teeth out,” the spider ghost said. He slung in close to her and 
kicked, but she was already moving out of  the way. His 
senses went wild as the other vampire pulled a speargun out 
of  its coat and lined up with super human speed. The spider 
ghost contorted out of  the way— 

 The vampire compensated and fired out a shaft that 
punched into the muscle over the spider ghost‟s collarbone 
and flung him back, pinning him to a support beam. 

 Necra pounced, moving fast. As the spider ghost yelped 
she was on him, her fangs flashing. She shoved his arm aside 
and in a smooth motion she plunged her mouth down to 
lock on the spider ghost‟s shoulder. 

 The spider ghost let out a scream as she bit down. 
Something— 

 Something passed between them— 

 Then she reared her head back, her mouth smeared 
with blood. His blood. She hopped back out of  reach, then 
leaped up and caught the skylight, pulling herself  clear. Her 
remaining servant was close behind. 

 For a long minute, all was quiet but the spider ghost‟s 
harsh breathing and the whistling wind outside. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
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 “You,” came a slow, thick voice, “are bitten.” The spider 
ghost looked over to see Kravinoff ‟s heavy lidded eyes open 
a slit, light glinting from his dark eyes. 

 Connors approached the spider ghost. “Spear,” he 
observed. 

 “Spear,” the spider ghost agreed. 

 Connors walked over to Kravinoff. “How do you feel?” 

 Kravinoff  made a big production of  trying to swallow. 
“I do not feel well,” he said. 

 “Try not to talk,” Connors said. He turned his attention 
back to the spider ghost. “Need help with that?” he asked. 

 “No,” the spider ghost said. “Flanged. Not going to pull 
it out. Stuck in the wood. Here we go.” He let out a shout 
and leaned forward. He slid off  the shaft of  the spear and 
collapsed on the floor, clutching his bloody shoulders. 

 “Medic,” he said in a slightly strangled voice. 

 “Kill him,” Kravinoff  breathed.  

 “What?” said Connors, staring at him. The spider ghost 
peered over at him, woozy. 

 “Kill him,” Kravinoff  managed. “He is tainted with her 
bite. She will make him one of  them.” 

 “Keep this up,” the spider ghost managed, “I don‟t 
think we‟re going to be friends much longer.” 

 “Maybe if  we clean out the wound?” Connors said. 

 “There is only one way,” Kravinoff  said. He cleared his 
throat. “Kill their queen, and unless he has succumbed to her 
energies he will be free.” 

 “Sounds good,” the spider ghost said, rising unsteadily. 
“I‟ll just web this shut and swing on my way.” 
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 Kravinoff  struggled for energy and focus, still pushing 
his way clear of  the anesthetic. “You would hasten… to your 
doom.” 

 Connors stood out of  the way, unsure of  what to do. 
Kravinoff  struggled for breath as he lay on the table. The 
spider ghost swayed on his feet. Then he pulled down his 
mask. 

 “Okay,” he said. “As of  right now, I‟m out of  my depth. 
This phone work?” 

 Kravinoff  nodded, and Peter walked over and picked up 
the handset. He punched in a number. 

 He waited a bit. Then his face darkened. “Yeah, Logan, 
it‟s me,” he said to the message recorder. “Look, I‟ll try back 
in a little bit. I hope you‟re in.” He hung up, thought a 
moment. Punched in another number. Waited. 

 “Yeah, Doc, it‟s me,” he said. “If  you get this in the 
next, oh, hour or so could you find me? Thanks! Bye.” He 
slammed the phone down, looked at it for a moment, then 
heaved a deep sigh. 

 “Doomed or no,” he said, squinting at Kravinoff, “it‟s 
my only hope. All my tough guy pals are out of  reach.” 

 “The risk is too great,” Kravinoff  said hoarsely. “If  you 
become hers, you will… be too dangerous.” 

 Peter clenched his jaw. “I‟m not a quitter,” he said. “I‟ll 
find a way or die trying.” 

 A long look passed between Kravinoff  and Peter. Then 
the big man grunted a bit of  a chuckle. 

 “I almost forgot,” he managed, “your spirit. Very well, 
spider ghost,” he said. He took a deep breath. “Open the 
cabinet there. Bring me the leather bag you find inside.” 

 “You gonna kill me?” Peter asked uncertainly. 

 “No,” Kravinoff  said simply. “The bag.” 
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 Peter opened the cabinet and pulled out the bag. It was 
soft, smooth, worn leather. He took it to Kravinoff.  

 “Sit me up,” the big man said. 

 “Too soon after surgery,” Connors said quickly. “You‟ll 
dislodge the stitches if  you exert yourself.” 

 “Trust me,” Kravinoff  said. “Sit me up.” 

 “I can‟t figure out why you even bothered to get a 
doctor,” Connors said shortly, and he stalked into the 
adjoining room. Peter watched him go, then helped 
Kravinoff  roll on his side and then get propped up to a 
seated position. 

 “What are you doing?” Peter asked quietly. 

 “You still have one tough guy pal,” Kravinoff  said. He 
slowly smiled at Peter, his eyes unfocused, his mouth bloody. 

 “No way,” Peter said. “You even get up and you‟ll crash 
out and—“ Peter grunted, and fell to one knee— 

 eyes, dark eyes, pulling him in, pulling him down; his heart 
struggled to beat as a crushing pale hand closed around it; his breath 
struggled locked in his chest as his throat constricted; he felt death 

 Peter gasped and fell on all fours, coughing. 

 “It will only get worse,” Kravinoff  said. “She will be 
going to ground somewhere she thinks is safe. Then she will 
bend all her energy through that wound, through your 
connection, until she has subverted  you to her will.” 

 “What do I do,” Peter managed. 

 “Lay down,” Kravinoff  said. “Rest. Don‟t get agitated. 
Your blood will move faster, the contagion spread through 
your energy faster. Pretend it is a poison.” 

 “And just what do you think you‟re going to do?” Peter 
asked. 

 “I once told you of  time I spent in the jungle,” 
Kravinoff  said, opening the leather bag reverently. “I 
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studied… their lore. I am sworn to never allow my prey to 
escape,” he said. “So far, you are the only one that has. And 
so for you I will hunt this creature. For your humanity I will 
slay this monster.” He pulled out a pouch, a few oilskin 
packets. “I will need your help.” 

 “What‟s that stuff ?” Peter asked, breathless. 

 “We‟ll just say drugs and leave it at that,” Kravinoff  
responded. He opened the bag of  powder. “The anesthetic 
has left me… thick and slow.” He pulled out a pinch of  the 
powder and sniffed it. His pupils dilated.  

 “Better,” he growled. “Undo my bandages.” 

 “You‟ll bleed to death no matter how hopped up on 
crack you are,” Peter warned. 

 “I will not bleed to death,” Kravinoff  said, his eyes 
focusing with uncomfortably sharp scrutiny. “You will web 
my torso together for my hunt.” 

 “I see,” Peter said. “So, uh,” 

 “Just unwrap my bandages, help me apply a certain 
concoction I will make, then web me shut and leave me to 
my preparations. Or let me kill you.” 

 “Fair enough, I guess,” Peter said.  

 “Hot water. A bowl. Everything you need is under the 
sink. Do not delay. She will be close to her lair, then it will 
begin in earnest.” 

 “Right,” Peter said, and they got started. 

* 

 “If  I were poisoned,” Peter said, “What would you do 
to delay the poison?” 

 Connors turned to look at him. They stood in the grimy 
lobby of  the tenement building. “How is he?” 

 “He‟s absolutely insane. Answer the question.” 
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 “Well,” Connors said slowly, “first I‟d check for an 
antidote.” 

 “Failing that,” Peter said, “what then?” 

 “I‟d give you a sedative, I suppose, and have you lie 
down.” 

 “Let‟s get to it,” Peter said. He was pale, his hands 
shook. “I don‟t feel so good.” 

 “Are you sure it‟s a poison?”  

 “Kravinoff  told me to treat it like it was one,” Peter 
said, “and he would know. Let‟s go back upstairs.” 

 “What about Kravinoff ?” Connors said.  

 Peter shook his head. “He‟s gone,” he said. “In so many 
ways, he is solid gone.” 

* 

 Kravinoff  knelt on the roof, in the lee of  the wind, 
incense steadily blowing away from him on the chill breeze. 
His eyes were closed as he focused on forgetting and 
remembering. 

 Awash in a gray sea, he felt no pleasure and he felt no 
pain. He was in a fog, where the biting chill could not find 
him. Then he began to remember. 

 He remembered scent, and the fog resolved itself  
somewhat into buildings, cars; he remembered hearing, and 
the echoes flung up to the sky from the canyons and 
corridors of  the city reverberated in his mind. He 
remembered taste, kinesthetic, the feel of  time slithering 
through him. He opened his eyes, remembering sight; 
everything resolved in painfully sharp detail. He remembered 
the pattering feel of  the present, the precious stream of  
seconds he breathed in. He breathed steadily, warming the 
night sky in his lungs. 

 He forgot. He forgot the feeling of  pain first. It had no 
meaning, no place in him. He forgot words next; they would 
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not help him do what he was about to do. He forgot the finer 
sentiments of  good and evil, of  law, of  justice. There was 
only one law that would guide him tonight. He forgot the 
past and the future, becoming a creature of  senses and 
instinct alone. 

 The creature Kravinoff  was becoming hunched down 
and tasted a drop of  gore collected from the safehouse 
downstairs. The blood was cold and dark, and it tasted of  
ashes and decay. 

 Kravinoff  closed his eyes and drank in the wind. 
Caught her traces on it. 

 Then in a smooth motion he slid to his feet and ran into 
the night after his prey. There was no escape for her now. 

* 

 Peter lay down on the bed in Kravinoff ‟s safe house. 
“So sedate me, I guess,” he said. 

 Connors handed him a couple pills and a glass of  filmy 
water. “Here you go,” he said. “This shouldn‟t knock you out, 
just make things a little dreamy for a while.” 

 “Better give me enough to knock me out,” Peter said. “I 
have a bit of  a speedy metabolism. You may have noticed.” 

 “I suppose you do,” Connors said, handing him the 
bottle. “I should have thought of  that.” 

 Peter opened the bottle and poured a few more pills 
out, then re-capped it and handed it to Connors. “Here 
goes,” he said, and he washed down the mouthful of  pills. 

 With a thin scream, a vampire with a crooked head 
charged from the shadows. Peter was up, pushing Connors 
aside, and thrusting with his leg in a smooth action. The kick 
caught the vampire in the chin, and with a crunch the rest of  
its neck went. Peter darted over to the broken table and 
snagged another table leg, then walked over and pinned the 
cripple to the floor. 
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 “That‟s the one that met the pull-up bar,” Peter said. He 
glanced around. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

 “Oh?” Connors said. 

 “Necra knows exactly what‟s happening to me,” Peter 
said slowly. “She‟s bound to send more of  her creatures to 
force me to fight.” He sat on the bed. “To speed my 
transformation.” He glanced up, suddenly still, listening. 
“They‟re here,” he murmured. “It‟s only a matter of  time.” 

 Connors looked thoughtfully at the roof, listening to the 
creaks that did not synchronize with the wind gusting 
outside. “I can protect you,” he said. He walked over to the 
table and picked up a scalpel. 

 “Maybe you weren‟t paying attention,” Peter said. “No, 
our only hope is to try to elude them in a running—“ he 
gasped and doubled over— 

 her teeth shining, his stomach shriveling, he felt his lungs crush 
under an unseen grip, heard her laughter as he struggled not to die 

 “It‟s getting worse,” Peter managed, a whine in his 
breathing as he lay on his back clutching his shoulder. He felt 
a painful thud each time his heart pushed his blood through 
his body, and he felt a strong urge to stop his heart so it 
would stop riling his blood up. He closed his eyes, tasting 
blood in his mouth, fighting for air. 

 “There‟s only one way we can defeat these things now,” 
Connors said. He stripped off  his coat and his shirt, standing 
bare-chested in the damp cold of  the safehouse. On his right 
pectoral was a brilliant red and black tattoo, its pattern 
pulling the eye into it and away from it at the same time with 
an odd fascination. 

 Connors gazed down at Peter for a moment. “We 
become monsters,” he said softly, “to save you from a similar 
fate.” He smiled faintly. “I‟ve waited for some time to repay a 
debt to you. This is my chance. You‟re the one who showed 
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me that being a monster doesn‟t mean you can‟t be a hero 
too.” 

 “Connors,” Peter said faintly. “That‟s a really bad idea.” 

 “It‟s the only hope left,” Connors said. “For both of  us. 
You‟ll survive this,” he added. “It will be up to you to return 
me to my humanity.” 

 He took the scalpel and cut an upside down V incision 
over the tattoo, then gritted his teeth as he peeled a flap of  
skin down a half  an inch. 

 The border of  the tattoo was breached. 

 Connors staggered back, breathing hard, eyes bright… 

* 

 Kravinoff  perched on the rooftop of  the warehouse, 
looking at the huge ship moored at the dock. There. She was 
aboard. Its hull was streaked with rust, and it looked 
abandoned. Kravinoff  could feel her lurking in the belly of  
the ship. He was moving, silent as shadow, as invisible as 
breath in moonlight. 

 A vampire stood on the deck of  the ship, motionless, 
watchful. It did not see Kravinoff  coming. The big man 
dropped, and as the vampire realized he was there, he 
rammed a pair of  hedge shears into its chest and opened 
them, prying its ribs apart and shredding the heart. It 
screamed and toppled, smoking. Kravinoff  yanked the shears 
out of  its chest with the ring of  steel against bone. He roared 
challenge. Then he cranked open the door and stared down 
into the noxious darkness, engulfed in a wave of  air laden 
with the stink of  rot and blood and filth. 

 He reached the hallway, facing three vampires in a space 
so narrow only one could fit at a time. 

 The creature that Kravinoff  had become smiled, 
showing all his big square white teeth. He raised his shears, 
drew a massive knife from his belt, and advanced. 
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* 

 Peter gasped for air, limp on the bed, realizing he must 
have passed out for a moment. His sense of  time was gone, 
his heart must have stopped. Dipped in death, however 
briefly. Peter fought to breathe, felt his heart sluggish and 
reluctant to pump. Through bleary eyes he looked around the 
room. 

 Three vampires dropped from the skylight, and one 
came in the door. 

 “Your goddess is lonely,” one said, fangs flashing in the 
dimness. “We are here to collect you.” 

 A shape uncoiled from the dimness, snapping into the 
vampire and sending both sailing across the lit patch and 
deep into shadow. A strangled scream was forced loose, and 
the floor vibrated with violent thrashings. Then all was quiet 
but a faint hiss, and steamy smoke drifted into the light. 

 The three vampires oriented on the shadow. They 
peered into it, the night holding no secrets from them. The 
creature that had destroyed their kin now stalked out to meet 
them. 

 Hunched and coiled, the creature had leathery skin and 
whipcord muscles. Its hands and feet were clawed, and it had 
a heavily muscled tail that lashed slowly behind it. Its head 
was that of  a lizard, glittering dark eyes watching the 
vampires over a gaping mouth that emitted an oily hiss of  
menace. 

 “I don‟t know what it is,” one of  the vampires said, “so 
let‟s kill it.” 

* 

 Kravinoff  stood, battered and bloodied, leaning on the 
doorframe and glaring at the pale woman. She was in the 
hold, sitting in the light of  a circle of  candles, eyes rolled 
back in her head, a ghastly rictus grin across her face. Her 
eyes trembled, then rolled down in her head so she could see. 
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 “You again,” she said. “I thought you‟d be dead by 
now.” 

 Kravinoff  knew no words. He squared off  with her. 

 “Oh, this should be amusing,” she said. 

 He stalked closer. 

 She stood in a fluid motion and breezily approached. “I 
breathe on you and you fall over,” she said, and she swiped at 
him with a backhand. 

 He leaned out of  the way, and thrust with the knife. It 
zipped over her shoulder and plunged into her throat under 
her jawbone, its tip scraping the inside of  her skull on the 
other side of  her head. Kravinoff  tugged it free and hopped 
back, crouched and ready for combat. 

 Necra slapped her hand to her throat and staggered 
back, eyes wide, as precious blood sprayed out. In a moment 
of  shock she realized she was feeling real pain. 

 Kravinoff  smiled, eyes glittering and savage. Necra 
narrowed her eyes and flared her nostrils.  

 “Mortal,” she spat. 

 The fight began. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Peter stirred, feeling blood slowly trickle out of  his 
mouth towards his ear. His torso felt as though he had been 
battered for a few hours by someone big. He struggled to 
raise his head, feeling half  alive. He was indeed half  alive; he 
could feel his living system doing battle with a lethargy that 
concealed a tremendous power for an insupportable price. 

 He struggled to focus as the lizard creature hissed 
furiously, crashing through a thin partition in the loft. Peter 
blinked in time to see the vampire sink its jaws into the 
lizard‟s arm. 
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 The lizard snatched the vampire‟s face with its talons 
and wrenched, bursting the vampire‟s jaw muscles and tearing 
its face. The lizard clamped its mouth on the vampire‟s throat 
and tore it out, then tossed it aside like a broken doll. 

 As Peter looked around the dim room he saw smoke 
drifting and coiling in the breezy room. That was the last 
vampire. 

 The lizard, furious and wounded, glared around with a 
warning hiss. 

 Then it saw its most hated enemy. 

 It crouched and advanced, tail slowly lashing. It closed 
in on the spider ghost… 

* 

 Kravinoff  ducked her rapid strike and plunged his knife 
through her knee, tearing it out as he spun away. She shrieked 
and pounced, catching his back, and he slung her off  to slam 
into a wall full force. She curled out of  the way as he closed 
in, slashing. 

 Then she was behind him, and she shoved him into the 
wall with a clang. She leaned in close, her tongue darting out 
to taste the air. “This is where it ends,” she snarled, gripping 
his head. 

 He smiled. 

* 

 Peter felt his eyes glaze as the lizard stalked closer. He 
could feel the surging struggling power within him, and he 
knew that all he had to do to survive this and kill the lizard 
was to surrender his life. He felt every fiber of  his nerves, 
every ounce of  bone in his body fighting the death that was 
pulling on him, pulling him down into a morass of  
permanent darkness. His breath was thin and shallow. 

 Peter felt a moment of  clarity as he made his decision. 
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 “Better to die,” he gritted out, and his hands feebly 
clutched the sheets of  the bed as the lizard gathered itself  for 
a spring. “I will not… surrender…” 

 The lizard‟s hiss deepened and swarmed with menace, 
then it hesitated. It blinked. It growled again, uncertainly this 
time. It staggered back a step, tail twitching, then clutched its 
head and groaned. The lizard collapsed and curled up behind 
a rack of  debris from the fight. 

 Peter lay back, drifting in and out of  consciousness, 
when he felt a lightness come to him. He felt giddy, and he 
wondered if  he was at last dying. It was very peaceful. 

 Connors pulled himself  out of  the wreck of  the flimsy 
interior wall and pulled on clothes. “I feel… terrible,” he 
said. “Are you okay?” 

 “Fine,” Peter said dreamily. “I feel good. Except my 
arms hurt a little. Are you okay?” 

 “I am stronger,” Connors said, pressing his hand against 
his chest. “I forced the lizard back. Took control.” 

 “Helps that most of  the tattoo was still there,” Peter 
noted. 

 “Yes,” Connors said. He moved his hand. The wound 
had healed, but left little pale scars on either side of  where he 
had cut the tattoo before his chest healed. “We must all be 
stronger than the darkness inside us.” He smiled ruefully. 
“And I need to get to a tattoo parlor right away.” 

 “I think I‟m going to live,” Peter said, a touch of  
wonder in his voice. His heart beat was smooth and strong, 
his breathing easy and relaxed. “I‟m tired, but Kravinoff  
must have gotten the vampire. Tell you what, though. I‟m 
about to pass out for like twelve hours. Got any uppers?” 

 “This is such a bad idea,” Connors said. He heaved a 
sigh. “Yes.” 
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 “Ooh, gimmie a handful,” Peter said. Connors tossed 
him the bottle and he broke the top off  and poured a few 
pills out. 

 “Do you know of  any tattoo parlors that would be open 
at this hour?” Connors asked. 

 “I‟m a college student in New York,” Peter said. “Get 
your coat and we‟ll go.” 

* 

 “So what are you going to do now?” Connors asked as 
the streetlamps rhythmically lit and shadowed the interior of  
the cab. 

 “Get Kravinoff,” Peter said. “I need to make sure he‟s 
okay.” 

 “How will you begin to look for him?” Connors asked. 

 Peter shrugged. “One of  the vampires shot me with a 
speargun. It wasn‟t new, or for show. It was nicked and 
scratched. Plus their clothes reeked of  polluted water and 
rust. They‟re somewhere on the docks.” 

 “And you can narrow it down from there,” Connors 
said doubtfully. 

 “I‟ll trust to luck,” Peter said with a secret smile. 

 “Suit yourself,” Connors said. “You‟ve certainly spiced 
up my trip,” he added with a sigh. 

 “I do what I can,” Peter said with a slightly sheepish 
grin. “Sorry about the mess. Lunch, my treat, tomorrow 
before you go.” 

 “Fair enough,” Connors said. “I‟ll let you get in touch 
with me.” 

 “Here we are,” Peter said as the cab pulled up to the 
curb in front of  a seedy barber shop. “Their setup is 
downstairs. You should be fine.” 
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 “See you tomorrow,” Connors said. He chuckled. “I 
hope they don‟t start anything with me in my current state. 
Could be bad for them.” 

 “Watch yourself,” Peter said. “I‟ll see you later today.” 

 Connors stepped out of  the cab and slammed the door. 

 “Where to?” asked the cabbie. 

 “The docks,” Peter said. “Step on it.” 

* 

 The dark hold shifted and creaked as the waves slid 
along the metal hull of  the rusting ship. Stealthy footsteps 
rustled along the metal. 

 “Kravinoff ?” a voice said uncertainly, echoing in the 
metal room. 

 Peter heard a groan, and he moved faster. He knelt by a 
dark shape, then rolled him over into a narrow shaft of  
moonlight that pushed through the grimy porthole. 

 Kravinoff ‟s face was cut, and his mouth was bloody. His 
eyes fluttered, then opened. They were full of  pain. 

 “Parker,” Kravinoff  managed. “I still live.” 

 “You‟re going to live,” Peter said, checking his pulse. 
“Hang in there. I‟ll get you out of  this.” 

 “Guns,” Kravinoff  said. He pointed.  

 “Later. First I have to get you back to my place.” He 
hefted the heavy man, then as carefully as he could he carried 
him out of  the ship and back up to the pavement. 

 “Big tip night and you didn‟t see anything,” Peter said to 
the cabbie as he muscled Kravinoff  into the cab. 

 “Eyes ta da road, dat‟s me,” the cabbie grunted. 

 Twenty minutes later the cab pulled to a stop outside an 
apartment building. Peter slipped a hundred dollar bill to the 
cabbie and carried Kravinoff  up the stairs to his place. 
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 “Home sweet home,” he said, opening the door and 
supporting Kravinoff  as he staggered in. He slung the huge 
man down on the couch. “Don‟t worry about blood stains. 
Just hang in there.” 

 “Howju fin me?” Kravinoff  asked, his breathing 
shallow. 

 “I have my ways,” Peter said with a grin, the scent of  his 
spider tracer pheromones strong from where he had put it 
on Kravinoff ‟s bandages. “I could tell you, but that would 
get awkward if  you ever decide to kill me again.” 

 Peter reapplied webbing to Kravinoff ‟s wounds where 
they had torn open from his exertions, and he poured 
peroxide on his new cuts and webbed them too. “Broken 
bones and organs will have to wait for now,” Peter said. 
“How do you feel?” 

 Kravinoff  managed a weak smile. “You have to go 
back,” he said. “Things… things I know you must see.” 

 “I will,” Peter said, “as soon as I‟m sure you‟ll be 
alright.” 

 “I must live,” Kravinoff  coughed out. “The hunt is not 
yet over.” 

 “But you got Necra. Right?” Peter said. 

 Kravinoff  stared into his eyes, an inner fire burning in 
him. “Necra was the emissary. She is nothing. Something else 
is beneath. And beneath that.” He gripped Peter‟s sleeve. “I 
will find and slay what is behind it all, spider ghost. Nothing 
will stop me." 

 “Well,” Peter said slowly, “that‟s nice, but you need to 
take a nap.” 

 Kravinoff  leaned back, asleep. 

 “Good,” Peter said. He checked the time. Quarter to 
three. He walked over to his table and looked down at a foil 
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wrapped package and a note. He smiled fondly as he opened 
the note. 

 

Hey Danger Butt 

Hope you got home in one piece. 

If  the world is now safe from the 

forces of  evil I’ll stitch you up 

tomorrow. If  you’re a heel who 

stood me up, come on by if  you 

get in before midnight. 

 

MJ 

 

 Peter peeked under the foil and saw a tall piece of  
chocolate cake. He chuckled, then left the note and the cake.  

 “World isn‟t safe from the forces of  evil just yet,” he 
muttered, and he headed back out. 

* 

 Peter peered around in the rusted hold of  the ship. He 
saw piles and smears of  ash and muddy gore here and there, 
and a glint of  metal on the wall caught his eye. He walked 
over and saw a pair of  hedge clippers rammed into the metal 
wall of  the hold, and dangling from the blades a brittle bone 
eye socket and cheekbone. He gingerly touched the bone and 
it fell to ash. He shivered. 

 “So long, Necra,” he murmured. Then he played the 
flashlight over the boxes stacked on the other side of  the 
hold.  

 He stopped. He pried one open. 

 Guns. 
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 Lots of  guns. 

 He pried open another one. Grenades. Another. A 
portable rocket launcher. 

 “Wow,” he whispered. “Hot damn.” 

 His mind had already formulated a plan. 

* 

 “Somebody better be dead,” grunted the voice on the 
other end of  the line. 

 “Oh,” Peter said. “I guess it is three thirty. Hey, Doug, I 
need a favor and I‟m willing to share information to get it.” 

 “Parker,” Doug said. “I appreciate that you took me to a 
very nice restaurant to reward me for the last time you woke 
me up at an ungodly hour to be your personal encyclopedia. 
I must warn you. The next time you do this they will not find 
all your pieces.” 

 “I found a weapons shipment of  military grade 
materials loaded on a ship to be smuggled out of  New 
York,” Peter said. “Legal stuff, I bet, but not for this kind of  
distribution. I have the dock number and the ship name. This 
is big. Really big.” 

 “Okay,” Doug said, sounding more alert. “That‟s news. 
What are you planning to do about it?" 

 Peter sighed. "That brings me to the favor I need.” 

 “What‟s that?” 

 Peter grinned. 

 “Just need an unlisted number, that‟s all. Guy named 
Brilhart.” 

* 

 The phone jangled, and the sleeping man fumbled for 
it. He caught it up. “Hlo?” he managed, squinting at the clock 
in the darkness. 
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 “Brilhart,” came the voice on the other end. “I got an 
anonymous tip for ya.” 

 “Who is this?” Brilhart managed. 

 “Yer informant pal,” came the other voice, deliberately 
roughened. Brilhart blinked himself  awake. 

 “How did you get this number?” 

 “Pier thirty one, the Dark Mistress out of  Singapore. In 
the hold is a shipment of  military grade weaponry ready to 
move. Better get it fast, it‟s unguarded as of  right now but 
that won‟t last until morning.” 

 “Hey,” Brilhart said. The phone clicked a disconnection. 

 The shape on the bed next to him stirred. “Who was 
that?” 

 “Gotta go,” he said shortly, and he was moving. 

 Far away, Peter Parker grinned as he hung up the phone. 

* 

 Peter blearily yawned, then stretched. He glanced at his 
alarm clock and noticed it was almost noon. “Got my eight 
hours,” he said with a grin, and he hopped out of  bed feeling 
a bit soggy. He trudged into the living room and glanced at 
the couch. Kravinoff  was gone. Peter sighed, not entirely 
surprised. He looked over the web bandages he had over 
both shoulders, and sighed. “If  I want food I gotta move my 
arms,” he muttered. He opened the fridge, wincing. 

 On the rack in the fridge was a small leather bag. He 
pulled it out, and saw it was weighting down a piece of  
paper. He picked the paper up. 

 “A souvenir,” he read aloud. He hefted the bag, it was 
about the size of  a hackey sack. He sniffed it, and caught the 
pungent stink of  vampiric ashes. 

 “We give each other the cutest presents,” he grinned to 
himself, and he shut the fridge. He hung the sack over the 
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kitchen sink, then scooped up the foil covered cake and 
stripped it.  

 “Hello breakfast,” he said to himself. Then he blinked. 
“Hang on,” he said. “Lunch with Connors. Right.” He 
replaced the cake. “Your days are numbered, though,” he said 
sternly to the dessert. “Now I gotta shower and stuff…” 

 

February 2 

 Connors was moving slowly as he walked into the lobby 
of  the Chinese restaurant. Peter stood and greeted him. 

 “What‟s up, Doc,” he said. “You look a little stiff  
today.” 

 “You should if  you don‟t,” chided Connors. “That was a 
hell of  a night.” 

 “I have the resiliency of  youth,” Peter said with a 
puckish grin. 

 A few minutes later they were seated, their order placed. 

 “So how is Kravinoff  this morning?” Connors asked. 
“Did he survive?” 

 “He‟s tough, you have to give him that,” Peter said. “He 
killed the vampires and hung in there until I could get him to 
my place and bandage him up. When I woke up this morning 
he had let himself  out. Too bad. I guess he‟s not much one 
for goodbyes.” 

 “Me either,” Connors said. He shrugged. “Who is?” 

 “Thanks for having lunch with me,” Peter said. “I like 
goodbyes. Take care of  yourself  in Florida.” 

 “Peter,” Connors said, “I never felt more helpless than I 
did the time you saved me from… from my transformation. 
Since then I have taken great pains to never let the genie out 
of  the bottle, so to speak. I have to thank you for saving me 
when the lizard manifested last spring. And,” he added as he 



 

   153 

carefully adjusted his silverware, “I have to thank you for 
forcing me to unleash it and control it. For the first time,” he 
said, raising his eyes to Peter, “I‟m not afraid. I have 
mastered it. While it‟s true I won‟t unleash the lizard 
intentionally unless it‟s that or death,” he said, looking down 
at the table again, “now I know I‟m strong enough. Stronger 
than I realized.” 

 “In a way, that makes us even,” Peter said. “Maybe more 
than you know.” He smiled briefly. 

 “To man over monster,” Connors said, raising his glass. 

 “I‟ll drink to that,” said Peter. 

 They did. 
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Information Capture 

 

February 3 

 The vampire approached, jaws slightly agape, lust 
burning in its eyes. Then it pounced. With a squeal, the pig 
tried to scrabble away, but the force of the vampire‟s spring 
rammed it into the wall. Cranking its jaw open at an 
incredible angle, the vampire plunged its fangs into the pig, 
whose squealing became screaming. The pig‟s eyes bulged, 
then sunk into their sockets; its flesh sagged, its skin flattened 
against draining meat. The vampire adjusted for a better 
grip— 

 The image froze. A stern man with an eyepatch turned 
from the monitor to look at his briefing room. He clamped a 
cigar in his jaws. 

 “Okay,” he said. “Heaven help us, I signed off on 
experimentation on this… specimen. What progress can we 
report?” 

 A trim brunette shifted in her chair. “I believe I can 
help with that, Director Fury,” she said. “The New York 
base has made strides in understanding the physiology and 
strength and speed of the specimen at different levels of, for 
lack of a better word, fullness. The better it „eats‟ the more 
powerful it is.” She sighed. “The attempts to spread this 
condition to animals have been disappointing.” She 
narrowed her eyes. “We need to move to human trials. It‟s 
time.” 

 Fury pondered for a moment. “No,” he said. “Not now, 
maybe not ever. Cybernetics are one thing, experimenting 
with regenerative tissue. But this. This is something else 
entirely.” 
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 “That‟s sort of the point,” the brunette said archly. “I 
don‟t think we can afford to give up this edge. At least try a 
transfusion and see what it does to a soldier.” 

 “No,” Fury said. He sat in his chair and looked 
thoughtfully at the screen. “Lights.” 

 The briefing room‟s lights snapped on. There were five 
participants in the briefing; Fury at the head of the table, by 
him the brunette, next to her a redhead. On the opposite side 
sat a hulking man with unruly brown hair and a cigarette, and 
a man in a tight mask and suit who was toying with a knife. 

 Fury picked the file up from the table. “So we captured 
this little nipper when Rachel visited our New York facility, is 
that right?” he said, looking to the redhead. 

 She shifted in her chair, and Fury was again struck by 
how young she was for this line of work; still a teenager, she 
had earned her place at the table. Her level green gaze met 
his questioning look. 

 “When I was in New York learning the layout of the 
facility and its protocols, I sensed I was being followed when 
I left. I ambushed my shadow and caught… that,” she said, 
pointing at the freeze frame of the feeding monster. She 
shrugged. “I left it in New York, filed my report, and thought 
my part was over.” 

 “What could you find out from telepathic probes?” 
Fury asked. 

 “Well,” she said hesitantly, “I didn‟t scan very deep, but 
I did find out that it was following the orders of someone or 
something else. This little fellow was not alone. It was 
obeying someone or something it feared.” 

 “If there‟s a more powerful version further up the tree 
then I say we should cut the mickey mouse crap with the 
guppy and go get us a catfish,” the brunette said. Her eyes 
flared gold. 
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 “I‟m not sure I‟m willing to commit resources to this,” 
Fury said, turning to gaze at the frozen image of carnage. “I 
think Creed was as feral as I‟m willing to let the Project get. 
We might have to let this one go.” 

 “Clock‟s ticking,” the big man at the end of the table 
said suddenly. His voice was thick, heavy. “These things 
attacked Stark‟s complex. And they trashed Fisk Enterprises. 
They have coordination. Savvy. Something‟s behind it, and 
it‟s probably ready to relocate. We‟ll miss our chance if we 
don‟t strike now.” He took a deep drag on his cigarette. “Do 
we know if they can swim?” 

 “They can withstand depths equivalent to this base,” 
the brunette said. “If they found us, in numbers, it could be a 
problem.” She smiled at the big man. 

 “Why not just reverse engineer some kind of show 
stopper chemical or something?” Fury asked, not taking his 
eyes from the image. “Something to stop them.” 

 The brunette closed her mouth to a thin line of 
impatience. “This opportunity fell in our laps, but we can‟t 
let it pass. We come up with a lethal countermeasure, our only 
specimen dies. If we could render the condition 
communicable in human hosts—“ 

 “Okay, that‟s enough,” Fury said. He turned to face the 
group. “Rachel. Go back to New York, see if you can find 
anything else out about the specimen, where its headquarters 
might be. Wilson,” he said, and the masked man was abruptly 
summoned from his daydream, “you are her shadow. Make 
sure nothing unfortunate happens to her. Garrett,” he said, 
and the big man looked at him. “You‟re backup, authorized 
to mobilize the resources of the New York base, about thirty 
soldiers and vehicles as needed. See if you all can find a nest 
and call in a strike.” He chewed the butt of his cigar for a 
moment. “If you see a bigger one,” he said slowly, wrestling 
with his indecision, “bring it in alive.” 

 “What about me?” the brunette asked. 
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 “You, Mystique,” Fury said, “stay right here with me.” 
He saw the look on her face, and for the first time during the 
briefing he smiled. “Now, everybody to your posts. I have 
work to do.” 

 They stood and filed out into the hallway, Mystique 
stiffly walking off one direction, Garrett and Wilson and 
Rachel the other. 

 “So, Matches, may I call you Matches?” Wilson said, 
draping an arm around Rachel‟s shoulders casually. 

 “No,” she interrupted, ducking out from under his arm 
without looking at him.  

 “Right, Agent Brain, I was wondering,” 

 She stopped and looked at him.  

 “Whoah,” he said. “Okay. Headshot!” he said, framing 
her between fingers and thumbs a la Hitchcock. Her 
expression did not budge. “Mental Lass. Infiltrationist. Miss 
Mind?” 

 “I think you get one more before she schools you,” 
Garrett muttered as he tapped out a fresh cigarette and put it 
between his lips, sighing as he glanced at the no smoking sign 
in the corridor. 

 “He isn‟t worth the effort,” Rachel said to Garrett. She 
turned back to Wilson. “If you have a point, you‟d best get 
moving towards it.” 
 “Tough room,” Wilson muttered. “I‟m „packing‟,” he 
chuckled, “geez I crack myself up,” and cleared his throat, 
“and I was wondering if there are any weapons in particular 
that would be good against these Dead or Something Like It 
tards.” 

 “Same things that work on most anything,” Rachel said 
coolly. “Fire and decapitation.” 
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 Wilson looked at her through his mask for a long 
moment. “God you must be fun at parties,” he said with a 
tone of awe. He shook it off. “How about, like crucifixes?” 

 “That only works if you believe,” Rachel said. She 
stepped around him and continued down the corridor.  

 Wilson slapped his hands together and rubbed them, 
hunching his shoulders. “Fire, bullets, blades, I love my job. 
Never thought my proactive undertaking would be quite so 
apropos,” he muttered to himself as he headed to the 
armory. “Yeah, „suck this.‟ I gotta work that in somewhere. 
That‟s a keeper. „Suck this.‟ I‟m hilarious!” 

* 

 It slapped into the glass, snarling, its teeth screeching 
against the armored window. Rachel stood unflinching 

before its assault, a foot away, and looked deeply into the eye 
she could see from its unnatural angle. 

 She dove into its mind, deep as she could go; a minute 
later she staggered back, breathing hard, and sat heavily on 
the chair. 

 A few minutes later she opened the door to the 
observation room and joined Wilson where he stood in the 
hallway. He was in black combat gear, a suit like a wetsuit 
sealing him in and festooned with weapons. He wore several 
pistols, a submachine gun, scaled down shotgun, and on his 
back a katana. Daggers were strapped here and there to finish 
off the effect. 

 “Well?” Wilson said. He spun a dagger on the tip of his 
finger, and caught it before it fell. “We still here?” 

 “Yes,” Rachel said firmly. “I linked with it enough to 
pick up some of its vestigial memories. I think if I head north 
tonight I‟ll be able to spot its landmarks if I can hold the link 
until I get wherever it would have gone.” 

 “At the risk of being dense, where is that?” Wilson said. 
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 “To the place it was supposed to report when its 
reconnaissance was complete,” Rachel said. “It will look 
different by night, and it‟s been a while since the thing in 
there saw anything by day.” She repressed a shudder. 

 Garrett came around the corner. “I‟ve got the backup 
all primed,” he said. “Nice knife,” he said, nodding towards 
Wilson‟s katana. 

 “Hey!” Wilson said. “I don‟t need weapons advice from 
you, Potato-Head San.” 

 “You need some guns,” Garrett said to Rachel. 

 “They‟d slow me down,” Rachel said. “I have other 
ways.” 

 “You wear at least an incendiary loaded Glock or you 
don‟t go,” Garrett replied with a scowl. 

 “Fine,” Rachel relented. “Let‟s get ready. Gets dark in a 
couple hours. Garrett, we‟ll scout the place and find the 
vampire lair. Then we‟ll call you in with the beacon. Be ready 
to go.” 

 “I won‟t let you down,” Garrett said. 

* 

 The jeep‟s wipers slid back and forth over the misted 
windshield as Rachel drove north along the road. Night 
pressed in around the vehicle as they left the familiar and lit 
urban streets, striking off into unknown territory. 

 Wilson took a breath and kept singing. “Seventy seven 
clips of death on my belt, seventy seven clips of death, slap 
one in and give it a spin, seventy seven clips of death on my 
belt. Seventy six clips of death on my belt,” and so on. 
Rachel tuned him out, keenly aware of the sights and sounds 
and smells looming out of the darkness as she drove. She had 
the road to herself here, not a lot of commuters came this 
way. 
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 She turned off onto a narrow road, and Wilson stopped 
singing. “We there yet?” he said. “I really gotta go.” 

 “So go,” Rachel said, distracted. “You‟re sealed in there, 
right?” 

 “Aw, that‟s cold,” Wilson said.  

 “This is not the time to distract me,” Rachel gritted. She 
flexed her connection to the vampire; far away it reared up 
before slumping over again. She glanced at Wilson, and he 
blinked at what he saw in her eyes. 

 “Whoah,” he said. “Creepy.” 

 A short time later she pulled off the narrow road to a 
dirt road, and they jostled back into the pitch darkness of the 
woods. The moon was behind the clouds, so the only light 
they saw was the headlights, bouncing along the thickets that 
sprang up on the sides of the road. 

 Time passed uncounted, then Rachel stopped the jeep. 

 “What?” Wilson said. “I didn‟t say anything!” 

 “We‟re here,” Rachel said, tense. She opened the door 
and got out, snapping on her flashlight. Wilson got out too, 
beaming his light around. 

 “Hey, it‟s the Luv Shack,” he said, his light playing over 
a dilapidated tarpaper shack. 

 “We are not alone,” Rachel breathed, backing towards 
Wilson. 

 “Go time,” he said with a grin under the mask. He 
slung the submachine gun down to a two handed grip, 
snapping the flashlight on the scope mount. “Come on. 
Make my night.” 

 As he turned the light he picked out a pale man in 
flannel and jeans standing by the shack, unblinking in the 
glare of the flashlight. 

 “Leave,” the man intoned. 
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 “Neat,” Wilson said, and he snapped a shot off. The 
surprised man was caught in the forehead by the bullet, and 
he flew back screaming and clutching his face. 

 “He wasn‟t like a real guy, was he?” Wilson said, 
hesitating. 

 “He was a vampire,” Rachel said. 

 “Good,” Wilson nodded. “I hate it when Fury gets all 
pissy about civilians and that sort of crap.” 

 “Look alive,” Rachel said. “Here they come.” 

 “Look alive! I like it,” Wilson nodded. “Come on 
already.” He sprayed a short salvo into the woods. “Just to 
warm things up!” he yelled as flame flickered and caught here 
and there in the treeline and beyond. His incendiary bullets 
splashed flame in the darkness. 

 “Six,” Rachel said tersely, spinning around to end up 
back to back with Wilson as four of them sprang from the 
edges of the clearing in opposite directions, closing in fast. 
With a graceful sweeping motion of her hand Rachel 
concentrated, and one of the springing vampires slid through 
the air at brutal speed and crashed into the other. Their skulls 
whacked together with a painful crack. 

She clenched her fist as Wilson flared bullets into 
one of the creatures that was attacking from his side, sending 
it reeling back with and unholy shriek as it clawed at the 
blazing holes in its chest. Wilson turned, dropping to one 
knee, and blasted a burst into the chest of the other charging 
vampire, punching holes in its ribs and sternum, one shot 
pounding through its throat to burn in the back of its skull. 

 “Wilson,” Rachel said shortly, and she stepped to the 
side, He turned to see a quivering pile of two vampires, held 
against the ground by an invisible force. He grinned, 
changing the shape of the mask.  

 “Got it,” he said, and he flipped the cap on a mini 
grenade and tossed it. There was inhuman shrieking and 
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yowling as the white phosphorous splashed and spattered 
across the vampires, hot enough to melt metal in seconds. 

 “I‟m not the Project‟s genius,” Wilson said, “but four 
does not equal six.” 

 Rachel looked at him, expressionless, holding out her 
hands. Then she clenched them into fists and whipped them 
down. From the trees, two explosions of branches and leaves 
cascaded down as two vampires were forcibly yanked from 
the canopy to the ground. 

 “Cool,” Wilson said as he spun, spraying bullets. “How 
about Bird Dog for a call sign? Like flushing quarry?” 

 The vampires toppled over, beginning to burn all over 
and not just in the perforated incendiary traumas. Rachel 
shook her head. 

 “Better reload, genius boy,” she said. 

 “Any more nearby?” Wilson asked eagerly as he 
swapped out his clip. 

 “Not just at the moment, but the woods are, you know, 
on fire. I imagine someone will come to check that out.” She 
started walking towards the shack. 

 “Surrounded by fire, but so chilly,” Wilson said. He 
followed.  

 Rachel kicked the door, and the simple latch inside 
broke. She walked in, peering around. The shack was 
sunproofed with black plastic bags and duct tape, and the 
windows were painted on the outside. A couple rumpled 
blankets were on the floor, but Rachel ignored them and 
pulled the ring of keys off the nail on the wall. 

 “I‟m calling in Garrett,” she said. “We‟ve found 
something here. It‟s time to find out what we‟ve got.” 

 “Backup?” Wilson said incredulously. “Did you just see 
us totally pimp slap that six pack? We‟re good stuff. Let 
Garrett look for a date in the used car ads or something. We 
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got this. You and me. Might and Mind, Curves and 
Comedy—“ 

 “Wilson. We grandstand, we could get ourselves killed. 
You‟re just here to protect me, right?” She narrowed her 
eyes. “Right?” 

 “Yeah,” he muttered. 

 “Then make sure nothing bad happens to me while I 
call in backup. Thanks for your opinion.” She picked up her 
cell phone and placed a call.  

 “Yeah, Rachel. I‟m activating the beacon.” She smiled. 
“Come and get me. I think we‟ve found the nest.” 

 She nodded, then hung up. “Thirty minutes,” she said.  

 “An in na meantime we look anound,” Wilson muttered 
with barely contained opinion. 

 Rachel looked at him for a long moment, then sighed. 
“Okay. We‟ll take a look around.” 

 “YESS!” he said, dropping to one knee and pumping 
his arm. “He shoots. He scores!” 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 She shook her head and walked out of the shack, 
followed by Wilson. Flashlights pointed at the ground, they 
found and followed a path leading from the clearing back 
into the woods, up a rise to the top of a ridge. They shut off 
their flashlights when they saw lights in the valley. 

 Crawling through the brush, they got a view of the 
bottom of the hill on the other side. Lights were set up, and 
the entrance to what looked like a quarry was seeing a lot of 
traffic. Trucks were driving out and parking in the open 
space by the road that wound out of the valley southward. At 
the same time, trucks were driving in to be loaded. A tall, 
regal figure stood on one of the trucks surveying the 
progress. 
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 “Okay,” Rachel said with a slight tremor in her voice. 
“The one on the truck. He‟s the leader. I‟m hiding us from 
him right now, or trying to. We‟ve got to make sure they 
don‟t leave before Garrett gets here.” 

 “Yeah, see?” Wilson said. “Looking around, good call. 
Time to get some duo action goin on, let Tinkertoy bat 
cleanup.” 

 “You keep them here and busy, I‟ll sneak in and see 
what I can see,” she said, distracted. 

 “I‟m actually an expert on diversionary tactics,” Wilson 
said, putting a hand to his chest. “Getting and keeping 
peoples attention is a specialty of mine. And now for the 
obligatory speech. Ahem.” He assumed a stern posture, 
crouched in the bush. He did his best Nick Fury impression. 
It wasn‟t very good. “You can‟t go in there alone,” he 
blustered. “It‟s too dangerous bla bla BLA!” He patted her 
on the back. “Now go git „em.” 

 They crawled off in separate directions, barely a breath 
of movement in the brush. 

 Wilson squirmed on his belly, slipping down the slope 
closer to the trucks and the harsh lights. He rolled from the 
brushline across a patch of open space, ending under a truck. 
He watched the ankles of a vampire move past, then he was 
in motion, a low and silent sprint. He ended behind another 
truck, just one more hop from shadow to shadow to get in 
listening range of the tall vampire on the truck. 

 From here Wilson could see that the tall vampire had a 
cloak. A cloak. Wilson shook his head; dead and without 
fashion sense. Then he ghosted the last interval and ended 
under the truck that supported the leader. He listened as one 
of the vampires jogged towards the truck. 

 “Master,” it hissed. “Bad news from New York. The 
shipment was seized by police!” 
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 “Bah,” the tall vampire said. “Necra and Blackout are 
dead. Their mission in New York is failed. Frost will not be 
pleased. How long until we are ready to go?” 

 Wilson listened to the European accent of the vampire 
leader, and shook his head. He was pretty sure somebody 
would accuse him of watching too many vampire movies. He 
pulled the shaped charge out of his belt and set the timer, 
tucking the explosive under the gas tank of the truck. 

 “We can depart in twenty minutes. The trucks are 
almost loaded.” 

 “Leave me be,” the leader growled. “We need no 
weapons. We have the Grail. We cannot lose.” 

 “Yes sir,” the vampire said, and it scuttled off.  

 “That‟s my cue,” Wilson muttered. He rolled out from 
under the truck and sprinted, low and fast, moving from 
cover to cover and relying on speed over stealth. He made it 
halfway to the brush before he was spotted, and the cry went 
up. A second later the truck detonated; Wilson spun in time 
to see the leader flung up into the air by the blast, tumbling 
and blazing. He cherished the moment, etching it into his 
long term memory.  

 Then he whipped out his pistols. 

 “Oh,” he shouted, “it is SO good!”  

 He opened fire on the approaching vampires, unable to 
repress a mad grin. 

* 

 Rachel stayed in the shadows, taking her time, being 
patient. She had run beside a truck that drove in to the 
abandoned quarry to park by the vault entrance that led to a 
deeper headquarters, and slipped through the guards to get 
further inside. Her mental powers were quite limited on these 
predators, but so far she had been able to keep them from 
spotting her. 
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 She made it in to the plated flooring installed in the 
rough stone of the quarry, and as she ventured in she heard a 
group coming, carrying something heavy. She ducked into a 
side room, then glanced over her shoulder. 

 What she saw stopped her dead in her tracks. 

* 

 Wilson spun, blasting. “I am a dervish of destruction! 
Sultan of Slam! I am the hamma, yalls the nails!” His guns 
pounded into the vampires, sending them back off their feet 
with the magnum incendiary rounds blazing in their heads 
and torsos. His guns clicked empty, and he didn‟t waste time 
with a reload. 

 “Sheeyaaa, sukkas,” he hissed, whipping out his katana. 
He felt great satisfaction as he yelled “Suck this!” and 
rammed the sword through one vampire‟s chest, tearing it 
free as a continuation of his smooth spin. The vampire 
stumbled and grabbed at him, and he was quickly lashing the 
blade through a swarm of them. 

 Heads. Right. 

 He angled his tactics, demonstrating his talents with the 
sword. One head popped off, then two, three. The vampires 
pulled back, and he noticed that he had put a sizeable dent in 
their population. 

 He didn‟t dare put the sword down long enough to 
reload. He stood, suit torn, chest heaving, glaring at the 
undead. Then he saw why they had pulled back. 

 The leader strode toward him. He wore a monocle, and 
his wavy blonde hair was singed. His Aryan face looked most 
peeved. 

 “Insect,” he said to kick off the conversation. “Perhaps 
I‟ll keep you for my collection until you bore me.”  

 “I am not a stamp, a Cabbage Patch doll, or a vintage 
car. Nor am I Ken,” he added as an afterthought. “Wanna 
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collect bullets instead? I got like three different calibers on me 
for, like, a starter set.” He reached for his shotgun. 

 As his hand closed on the shotgun‟s grip, he felt the 
earth tilt. He leaned to adjust, and somehow overbalanced. 
Remembering his training, he dropped into a wide stance. 
The earth shifted until he felt he would do well to cling to 
the side or slide down into the woods. 

 “Woogety,” he managed, dropping to one knee and 
gripping the earth. 

 “This is the part where you vomit,” the Aryan vampire 
said with a cold smile, intensifying the nausea. 

 Wilson very much regretted his tight mask in that 
moment. 

 Then the vampires pounced on him, wrestled him easily 
to the ground, and stripped him of weapons. The leader 
stood over him, gazing down with malice. 

 “Pin him to the ground. I‟ll collect him before I leave. 
Make sure he doesn‟t get lost.” He turned, missing his 
burned off cape that did not swirl behind him, and he strode 
off. 

 One of the vampires grinned, picking up Wilson‟s 
bandoleer of throwing knives. He giggled as he rammed one 
through Wilson‟s wrist, then his other wrist, then his ankles. 

 “We just wait here until the Master kicks off the party,” 
he leered at Wilson, who struggled not to choke. 

* 

 Rachel glanced over the controls, pushing buttons in a 
sequence that made sense to her. The containment field 
sputtered then winked out. She moved around to the front of 
the portable cell and caught the tall, muscular blonde man 
who toppled out. She dragged him to the side, behind some 
crates. She nudged his mind, reviving him; his skin was oddly 
cool under her touch, his powerful muscles tense. 
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 He blinked, his eyes deep blue. He looked up at her, a 
bit puzzled, and she put a finger to her lips. He looked out of 
their hiding spot, seeing a pair of vampires come in. Rachel 
half closed her eyes, the vampires smiled at each other then 
activated the hover cushion under the containment chamber 
and guided it out of the room. 

 “What happened?” the man asked in a hushed voice. 

 “I don‟t know how you got here,” Rachel said, “but I‟m 
here to get you out.” 

 “No, not me,” he said impatiently, keeping his voice 
down. “The vampires! They didn‟t see that I was missing!” 

 “I let them see what they wanted to see,” Rachel said. 
“Time to go. Not more talking.” She pulled the Glock from 
her belt and slapped it into his palm, and she took a couple 
pills from her belt. “These stimulants will help you keep up 
until we‟re safe. Let‟s go.” She helped him to his feet. 

 “What day is it?” Alex asked, hushed. 

 “Um, Monday,” Rachel said. 

 “Date?” the big man pressed. 

 “February third,” she said, and after a moment, “two 
thousand and three.” 

 “Time to go indeed,” he muttered, and he chambered a 
round. 

 She looked at him hard for a moment. “Who are you, 
Alex?” she said, probing his blocks. 

 “All will become clear in time,” he replied with a smile. 
“For now, we have some damage to do. Set some charges, 
then we go. Trust me on this. I‟ll make it worth your while 
later, Rachel.” 

 She stared at him for a moment, then nodded 
wordlessly. They were moving. 
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 “This is a staging point,” he said as he glanced into the 
corridor. “If they‟re evacuating, then their missions in New 
York probably failed. They‟re retreating to their main base. I 
don‟t want to let them. I take it the rest of the Project is 
backing you up?” 

 She nodded wordlessly.  

 “Well good then,” he said with a wolfish grin. 
Something very unpleasant glittered in his eyes. “Let‟s blow 
something up.” 

* 

 “Let‟s take off his mask,” hissed another one. 

 A vampire grabbed his face and tore the mask off, goo 
and vomit spilling out. Wilson gasped for air. “Oh, you 
sunzabitches,” he choked out. “I killee you all! Specially 
Master Chunky!” 

 “Taste him, taste him!” chortled another. 

 A vampire bent down and widened a rent in his suit‟s 
arm. He nipped a bit of blood, and Wilson contorted, pulling 
against the knives so fresh and thick blood welled out of the 
cuts. 

 “Oh my,” the vampire said, his chin slick with Wilson‟s 
blood. “He may be ugly, but he is truly invigorating! We can 
enjoy this flavor all the way to Texas.” 

 Then the vampire blew up. 

 The others jerked their heads around, startled, as their 
compatriot crashed against a truck ten feet back, the remains 
of its torso a flaming ruin. 

 Another was flung back, head missing as an energy blast 
zipped out of the dark forest again. The others scattered for 
cover, and Wilson wasted no time and flexing his muscles, 
painfully easing the knives that were rammed through his 
flesh out of the earth so he could escape. 
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 “Gonna pay a ho ta change yer oil,” Wilson managed as 
he winced, prying a knife out of his own forearm. 

 Another vampire was blasted to bits, and Wilson could 
just picture the grin on Garrett‟s face. Then the gunfire 
started out in the woods as the patrolling vampires closed in 
on the sniper‟s position. Judging by the amount of fire laid 
down out there Garrett had brought significant backup. 

 The leader, singed but intact, gestured. The remaining 
vampires flowed into the woods, sprinting through the dark 
trees towards the sniper. A blast whipped down at the leader, 
but he gestured and a hapless minion was tossed through the 
air to take the hit. 

 “Now I come for you,” he murmured, and his eyes 
unfocused as he strode around behind one of the trucks. 

 “Whoopdee doo,” Wilson managed, rising unsteadily 
and looking down at the shining pile of bloody knives he had 
pulled out of himself. Already his wounds began to seal. He 
stumbled over to his pile of weapons and started reloading 
them. “Oh, payback a bitch,” he managed. He sneezed, goo 
dribbling from his face. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Garrett leaped out of the tree, plasma rifle in hand. The 
soldiers had lost their fields of fire, and the vampires were 
among them in vicious hand to hand combat. Garrett 
snapped off a couple shots, saving a couple lives. Then one 
of the vampires straightened, as though channeling some 
alien energy. It looked at Garret. 

 He raised his rifle, then hesitated. Accessed visuals on 
his calibrations and readings.  

 His gyroscopics contradicted his perceptions. Garrett‟s 
gun barrel wavered… 

* 
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 The leader listened with satisfaction as the gunfire on 
the slope slowed, then worked back away from the ridge. 
The interlopers had lost. 

 Slowly, he turned to face Wilson. Wilson stood, two 
guns lined up on the vampire. Who smiled. 

 The world began to tilt, fast and hard, and Wilson 
leaned against the truck as everything swayed. 

 “Time for this ridiculous insubordination to end, once 
and for all,” the leader said. 

 “I couldn‟t agree more,” came a hard voice from behind 
him. He whirled, panic in his eyes. 

 “What? NO!” 

 Then the spacetime surrounding them… rippled. 
Incredible energy snapped from the tall blonde man, crossing 
space with the speed of thought, like an impossible lens flare. 
Power centered in the newcomer whipped out to anchor in 
the vampire, and a confusion of blinding flashes unloaded 
incredible energy, with a sound like a hammer hitting a 
griddle; incredible pounding slams followed by wild hissing 
as the atmosphere burned and sizzled in the wake of the hit. 

 “No!” Rachel heard herself say as she shoved on Alex‟s 
arms. “No! We need him alive! Isn‟t he the center of all 
this?” The leader had slammed into the side of a truck, 
shoved it across the street to ram another truck. From this 
smoking ruin they could see a hand, charred and blackened, 
sticking up. 

 “What, that love tap?” Alex demanded. “He isn‟t—
dead—dammit,” he managed as the world began to fold in 
on itself, tilting at an intolerable angle. 

 “Whoah,” Wilson said, his voice faint. “Make with the 
cosmic circular slapaho power already!” 

 The metal wrenched and bent as the vampire pried his 
crispy body out of the ruin of trucks. He staggered, monocle 
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still glittering. He stumbled closer to where they all fell to the 
earth, delirious in a whirling hell all their own. 

 “Just couldn‟t… let it go… could you, Summers,” 
rasped the walking corpse. “Your time is over,” it gasped. 
“Frost takes no orders from one so impure as your humble 
self.” Unsteady legs brought the vampire closer still. Now 
they could smell the reek pouring off its violated frame. 

 “Frost has the Grail, Summers,” the creature gloated. 
“Nothing will be able to stop him now. His power will be as 
limitless as your frailty. My orders were to keep you alive,” it 
rasped out, “but you‟re clearly too dangerous.” It hesitated. 
“Ready yourself,” it said, gathering its power. 

 With an earth-shaking whump, something detonated in 
the underground quarry. Flame gusted out of the entrance, 
and the vampire glanced over at it and shook his head. “The 
last setback you‟ll ever cause,” it choked, and it raised its 
hand to plunge down into the helpless man‟s chest. 

 A hard fist crunched into the back of its head, 
propelling it forward to stumble against the side of a truck. 
The vampire turned to see a tall, ugly man in a military 
jumpsuit, his unruly brown hair flying and his eyes mean. 

 “Take this one alive, huh,” he muttered. Shrugged. 
“Takes all kinds.” He moved in. 

 The creature thrust a hand out at him, and they heard a 
faint whine. Garrett grinned. “Compensated. Here we go.” 
He thrust a kick into the creature‟s ribs that… broke them. 

 “What are you!?” snarled the creature as Garrett took 
the opportunity to snatch the creature‟s wrist and pound a 
shot into the shoulder that dislocated it. Garrett spun, 
hurling the creature in a toss that smacked it off a truck. 

 Then he stopped, squinting, as inexorable flares of 
energy pulsed in the night, blasting the creature again and 
again, swelling with uncontainable power. The Project agents 
staggered away as best they could as wholesale energy gushed 
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and slammed across the screaming creature until nothing 
remained but a sizeable crater, glowing red in the darkness. 
The shock waves of the assault had shattered the lights and 
broken the trucks. 

 “That should do it,” Alex said lightly, dusting his hands 
against each other. 

 “Flash fried,” Wilson said in awe. 

 “So much for taking him in more or less intact,” Rachel 
observed.  

 Garrett just stared. 

 “You,” he said faintly. 

 “That‟s right, Garrett,” Alex said with a grin. He walked 
over to the big man and slapped him on the shoulder. “Code 
four eight beta green seven says I‟m in charge here now. 
We‟ll get back to Duluth asap. Soon as I take care of a little 
business.” 

 He turned, focused, and connected something within 
himself to the entrance to the mine. Power swelled around 
him, whipping the wind to a frenzy as they stumbled back 
again. Then the lens flare connected him and his target, and 
painfully white brilliance leaped between them. He crushed 
the very face of the mountain in an intolerably loud blast that 
shook the very hills. Then he stood in the suddenly deep 
darkness, faintly steaming. 

 “There,” he said. “Garrett, tell what‟s left of your 
backup the site is theirs.” 

 “Yes sir,” Garrett said, pulling out his radio as Rachel 
and Wilson exchanged a look of wonder. 

* 

 Under Duluth, deep in the lake, the security clearances 
were finished and the returning team strode into the top 
secret base of the Project. 
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 Mystique met them in the corridor. Her eyes widened as 
she saw Alex.  

 “My Lord,” she said with a bow. “This is most 
unexpected!” 

 “Relax,” he said with a comfortable grin. “I‟m here to 
take control directly. Time for a little payback. Lock and 
load, people, we‟re headed to Texas to blow some of it up.” 

 Clanging footsteps reverberated down the corridor, and 
Fury steamed into view. Mystique was headed past him, and 
he stopped her. 

 “Where are you going?” he demanded. 

 “Prepare the gear for an assault,” she replied. 

 “On whose authority?” he snapped. 

 “Mine,” Alex said. He tilted his head back and looked 
down at Fury. “My face may be new to you, but surely you 
recognize my voice. Nick.” 

 “Oh,” Fury said, color draining from his face. “I didn‟t 
expect you to get involved. Sir.” 

 Alex laughed. “Didn‟t expect me to know about the 
psycher either, didja? Didn‟t bother telling me Forge and 
Cable escaped? Life‟s full of little surprises. Full combat 
readiness for infiltration and frontal assault, we leave in an 
hour. Load up and get the reserves ready to go. Fury, contact 
the government and keep them out of this. We‟re going to go 
take out the nerve center of the vampire menace.” Alex‟s 
smile turned cruel. “And Fury. Grab a gun.” He paused for 
effect. “You‟re coming along, soldier.” 

 He brushed past Fury, not even walking around him. 
Fury watched him as he walked down the corridor and took 
a left, familiar with where he was going. He looked at 
Mystique. 

 “So Mystique, could he be a shapeshifter, or imposter 
or something?” Fury asked. 
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 “Not a chance,” she said, something refined and vicious 
in her eyes as she smiled at him. “And call me Raven 
Darkholme.” Her smile was singularly unpleasant. She turned 
her back on him and followed Alex. 

* 

 Wilson came out of the shower. “Dude, when I look 
like a prune, it‟s not just a pretty metaphor. Or simile. 
Whatever. I am seriously, like, pruny. Even the color. I am so 
damn gross!” He opened his locker, shucking his stained 
towel and reaching for a new sealed suit. “And what the 
HELL was all that about?!” 

 “Changing of the guard,” Garrett said slowly and 
without expression as he lit his cigarette and slammed his 
locker. “Shifting of the wind. If you have any sense buried in 
your bottomless pile of crap, watch your mouth. This is a 
dangerous time.” 

 “A coup? Neat! Maybe I should make my bid for 
power,” Wilson said as he wriggled into his new suit, runnels 
of his dampness squeezed out the sides. “Ugh. I feel bloated 
after a shower.” 

 Garrett looked at him for a long moment. “You are an 
idiot,” he stated. He left. 

 “What!” Wilson said. “You trying to hurt my feelings or 
something?” 

* 

 Alex stood, feet firmly planted, gazing out into the 
depths. He smiled as Raven softly approached behind him. 
“Is everything in place?” he asked. 

 “Yes,” she said. “Of course.” 

 “Good,” he said. “Fury is more intolerable in person 
than he is over the vidlink.” 

 “Yes, sir,” she agreed. “You certainly took your time.” 
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 “I was delayed,” he shrugged. “The Boss told Frost to 
wait for another fifty years before his vampire attack. Frost 
found somebody else to back him, and he wanted to jump 
now. So I was sent to reason with him.” Alex sighed. “That‟s 
what I get for trying to keep Frost from getting himself 
wiped out. Now his fate is sealed, one way or another, and 
we‟re getting screwed.” 

 “Sounds like it‟s time to take Frost out,” Raven 
observed. 

 “Damn straight,” Alex nodded. “This time tomorrow, 
Deacon Frost is going to be a tidy little pile of ash.” 

 “And my reward?” Raven asked, concealing the 
excitement in her voice. 

Alex, still looking out into the depths, smiled. “First 
things first. Your time is coming. And so is mine.” He 
laughed. 

 She smiled, her eyes cold and calculating.  

 “Yes, My Lord.” 

* 

 Rachel was staring out into the depths too. Wilson 
walked up behind her. 

 “Hey, uh, Rachel. Howzabout a .22 for your thoughts?” 
he said. 

 “Summers,” she said, and she shivered. “Alex Summers. 
He‟s not… fully human.” 

 “Who is these days?” Wilson shrugged. “He‟s got a 
really neat circular smackdown goin on there.” 

 “Just wondering, that‟s all,” Rachel murmured. “Just 
wondering what I‟ve unleashed.” 

 “Yeah,” Wilson said in a way meant to be sympathetic 
that came across as unreflective. “Anyway, gear up. Weza 
gowin ta Texas ta blow up sum cattle rustlin yee haa 
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vampires. Wahoo!” He slapped her on the back in a good-
natured sort of way and left the lounge. 

 “Swell,” Rachel muttered, unable to get rid of a bad 
taste in her mouth. 

* 

 “Been awhile since I actually suited up for combat,” 
Fury said, looking over at where Garrett was finishing up 
packing his weapons case. Garrett glanced up at him, then 
resumed his organizing. 

 Fury looked over his combat armor, hefted his rifle. Its 
weight seemed… different than it had the last time he had 
gone into battle. 

 “You know, Garret,” Fury said, “some feelings never 
fully go away when you get ready to go into combat. When 
you‟re getting ready for battle.” He looked over at the square 
shouldered man. “I lost my eye for the men under my 
command, a long time ago.” He hesitated. “If the order 
comes down—“ 

 “Leave me out of this,” Garrett said, his voice harsh. 
He snapped the case shut and left the armory. 

 Fury felt very alone… 
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Cold Fusion 
 

February 4 

 The imposing figure on the throne watched the 
tremendous and unconscious figure shackled to the opposite 
wall. His eyes were narrow, focused. The shackled creature 
was far too large to be remotely human. Its rough gray skin 
was sagging with the weight of wet mass, and slits under its 
arms and legs kept the gray ooze that filled it pouring down 
into a large vat below. 

 Vampires flanked the shackled monster with blades on 
polearms, re-slicing the slits as they healed. Several vampires 
were in a loose pile in the corner, moaning softly. 

 A vampire entered the room from the ramp at the far 
end. “Returning from patrol, Master Frost,” he said. 

 “Good,” the creature on the throne said. “Drink from 
the vat.” Reluctantly, the vampire walked over to the vat and 
stared for a moment at the soggy horror pinioned above it, 
bleeding the luminescent gray ichor. 

 “Drink from the vat,” Frost repeated patiently. The 
vampire knelt and plunged his face into the glop, drinking 
deep. 

 “M‟lord,” it sputtered, pulling its face out. “It—it‟s 
cold!” 

 “It has more life in it than you do,” Frost said harshly. 
He gestured, and the hapless vampire was pushed by an 
unseen force, plopping down in the ichor and thrashing for a 
moment before being submerged. “Stew in it,” Frost snarled. 
He turned to the vampire by the throne. “Is all in readiness 
for our guests?” 
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 “Yes, m‟lord,” the vampire replied. It nodded at two 
vampires that had once been women. They bowed, then 
turned and headed up the ramp. 

 “Just don‟t keep them too long,” murmured the 
creature on the throne. “Make sure some get through.” He 
licked his lips. 

* 

 “You are here,” the tall, powerfully built blonde man 
said. He tapped the map. “Just outside St. Hedwig, north of 
Calaveras Lake. There‟s an abandoned steelworks factory 
here,” he said, pointing.  

 His audience was attentive. A blonde and brunette sat 
side by side, and behind them a big square shouldered man 
with a cigarette, and a grizzled man with an eyepatch and a 
cigar. Sitting in the back playing with a knife was a man in a 
tight black bodysuit with goggles. 

 “Primary target is a creature known as Wormhole,” the 
man doing the briefing continued. “Real name Bruce Banner, 
a shapeshifting freak. He‟s being held in there, they‟re calling 
him the Grail. See, he‟s an infinite source of energy for them. 
As long as Frost is mentally controlling him, he won‟t revert 
to his human form or go too ballistic. That means he‟ll keep 
bleeding. Forever. With some wacky blood. So we‟re not sure 
what we can expect.” He turned back to the map. 

 “Sir?” said the redhead. 

 “Yes Rachel,” he replied, turning. 

 “Who is controlling this nest?” she said. “Is it Frost? 
Seems there‟s a tough vampire in charge of each enclave. 
Anything we know or should know about this one?” 

 “Astute,” he said. “This is the head honcho. We‟re 
going after a bad guy by the name of Deacon Frost. He‟s a 
vampire, a big and old vampire. It‟s gonna be messy, but we 
can beat him. I don‟t think we‟ll all make it out alive, but 
that‟s part of the territory, right?” He grinned. “Brass tacks. 
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First priority is to get the Wormhole away from the 
vampires, to keep them from getting too powerful. Second 
objective, stop Frost. Every bloodsucker we go head to head 
with in there is going to see him as a father figure. If we can‟t 
nail him here, we‟ll have to get him later, so do your jobs and 
save yourselves some frequent flyer miles.” 

 “Why not use a military force?” asked Wilson without 
raising his hand. “I mean, these big scary fangslingers and all. 
Let some tanks settle them.” 

 “The army might work and it might not,” Alex said 
after a pause. “Armies are noisy. If word got out that the 
military was tackling vampires on American soil, can you 
guess the reaction?” 

 “Yeah. Cool,” Wilson said. He grinned under the mask. 

 “No. Now shut the hell up until you‟re given 
permission to speak,” Alex snapped. Wilson blinked and shut 
up. “Here‟s tactics,” Alex said, clicking to a new slide on the 
computer. 

 “Rachel, you try to shield our minds as we approach 
from the west. Move with us until you‟re in range to keep us 
covered and still be protected. Garrett, you‟re responsible for 
her safety. Raven. You find the Grail and report back. When 
it‟s found, you‟ll take Fury and Wilson to protect you while 
you recover the Grail. At this point we will probably be 
engaging with Frost directly. I‟ll handle that. Garrett, you and 
Rachel will be available to help with one of our goals if we 
get in trouble.” He glanced around. “Any questions?” 

 “No sir,” Raven said with a peculiar smile. 

 “Then there‟s only one more thing,” Alex said. He 
picked up the cordless phone and hit a speedialed number. 
“This is Alex. Go.” He hung up. “I‟ve just called in an 
airstrike on the location. Hard rain in thirty minutes. Takes 
us ten minutes to get there, so we have about fifteen to take 
care of business. Let‟s roll.” 
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 “But,” Fury said. 

 “Shut up, gut it up, and let‟s go,” Alex glowered at him. 
He threw open the door and his team followed him out, 
down the flimsy steps, and to the ground. Alex glanced back 
at the semi trailer where they had handled the briefing. 
“Okay, people,” he said with a wolfish grin. “Show me what 
the Project‟s gotten for its money.” 

 They headed out across the desolate landscape. 

 Almost ten minutes later Rachel slowed. “Oh,” she said. 
The rest of the group looked at her. She blinked. 

 “Okay,” she said, a little unsteady. “Well, he knows 
we‟re here. I‟ll try to shield us, but there‟s no way we can 
hide. This is his turf; it‟s like we‟re walking into a spider web 
trying not to hit the strands.” She shook her head. “Too 
many of us. I can‟t shield us from that.” 

 “Great,” Alex said. He turned, shaking his head in 
disgust, and kept tramping. They saw the steel mill and 
approached the back quietly. As they reached the building, 
Rachel‟s nose began to bleed. She didn‟t say anything. 

 “Garrett, any traps?” Alex asked as he looked over the 
back door. 

 Garrett‟s eyes shifted, then he nodded. “Pressure plate 
mine on the other side of this door. I‟ll make us a new one.” 
He stepped forward and tore a chunk of the wall off. 

 Somewhere in the dimness inside, fully automatic guns 
chattered to life, spraying highly accurate streams of bullets at 
the new door. Garrett took the hit and tumbled back, 
smoking. Wilson dove inside, rolling, and popped up with his 
pistols barking. His aim was uncanny. After the first volley, 
nothing shot back. 

 “Sentry guns,” Wilson said. “Auto tracking, auto fire. 
Fully automatic guard dogs. Been there, done that. Gar 
should be fine.” 



 

182 

 Fury helped Garrett to his feet. The big man had holes 
in his suit, but only peculiar dents and puckers in his torso. 
“I‟ll be fine,” Garrett said.  

 “It‟s a good thing Fisk‟s weapon shipment didn‟t make 
it down here or this could be truly awkward,” Raven noted 
dryly. 

 “I thought vampires slept in the daytime,” Garrett said. 

 “Sometimes,” Alex nodded. “Depends on the network 
they‟re connected to. With a lot of vampires, sunlight is lethal 
but they can run around in buildings all day.” 

 “How‟d you become the expert?” Fury said, an edge to 
his voice. 

 Alex savored the word as he said it: “Classified.” 

 They filed into the building and looked around; it was 
empty except for heavy steelworks machinery.  

 “This is not what I expected,” Alex said. “Rachel, find 
Frost.” 

 She gritted her teeth as she pushed her eyes shut. Her 
nose was freely bleeding unnoticed, blood running down to 
her chin and dripping off. “That‟s not hard,” she said. “He‟s 
near, but underground. That way.” She pointed. 

 “New plan,” Alex said. “We‟ll wait here. Raven, take 
Garrett and find a way downstairs.” 

 “Yes, Lord,” Raven said. She hefted her rifle and slunk 
into the dimness of the echoing steelworks. Garrett followed. 
They had nothing to say to each other as they moved 
through the mottled shadows on the floor. Both were intent 
on spotting an anomaly that could lead to uncovering a 
hidden door. 

 Garrett stopped in his tracks as they neared the center 
of the steelworks. “Raven,” he muttered. She was at his side 
in a moment. 
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 They both stood looking at a woman who stood in a 
classical dancer‟s position, shadowed by a massive assembly 
machine. The woman slowly, carefully raised a stick. Then 
she twirled and danced, swooping and raising up to her toes, 
twirling her stick around in their direction. 

 Raven saw a glint of light and gasped, leaping out of the 
way. Her rifle spun in half. “Razorwire!” she shouted, and 
Garrett opened up with his assault rifle. 

 Explosive ammunition tore the dancer‟s body apart, 
then Garrett‟s head popped off his body. Mystique spun to 
see another dancer twirling the stick away as Garrett‟s head 
hit the dusty floor with a clack. Raven tumbled to the side as 
a peculiar metallic whickering sound followed her, massive 
chunks of machinery that had been behind her falling to the 
floor cleanly severed by an invisible monofilament wire. 

 Raven sprang to her feet next to the dancer and feinted 
for her head, her other hand whipping up from behind her 
back with an odd silver stake. She rammed it into the 
dancer‟s chest. As she did, it popped the flare inside the 
stake, burning out the vampire‟s chest. The dancer fell, 
screaming, and Raven ducked the singing wire one last time. 

 As the dancers crumbled into dust and smoke, Raven 
knelt by Garrett and looked at his head. 

 “I have thirty minutes of life support,” he said. “I gotta 
get out, plugged in. But I figure they were defending 
something. I‟ve set my body to blow in thirty seconds.” 

 “Then maybe we should move,” Raven said coolly, 
picking him up by the hair and jogging away from the scene 
of battle. “Looks like a few of Fisk‟s specialty toys got 
through.” 

 They were halfway back when an earthshattering boom 
sent the steelworks windows cascading to the floor in 
showers of glass. A minute later they were back with the 
main group. “Garrett had an accident,” Raven said, shaking 
his head. 
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 “I have twenty eight minutes,” Garrett said, his voice 
subdued. 

 “Let‟s go see what happened with the explosion,” Alex 
said. “Then I‟ll send you back to the truck. There‟s gear there 
to keep you alive until you get back to base.” 

 The group moved quietly and surely through the 
shadowed building until they reached the smoking crater 
where Garrett‟s body had exploded, shoving one of the huge 
assembly machines over. Beneath was a ramp stretching 
down in to darkness. 

 “You did good,” Alex said to Garrett. 

 “Hey no problem,” Garrett‟s head said. 

 “I‟ll take him back,” Raven said with a shrug. 

 “You do that,” Alex nodded. “See you back at base.” 
She smiled and left, toting Garrett‟s head under one arm. 

 “Fury, guard the rear. Wilson, point. Rachel, with me,” 
Alex said. He smiled. “Let‟s go.”  

 They descended into the darkness. 

 Meanwhile Raven strolled out of the building and 
started walking towards the semi and its trailer with the vital 
life support gear. “It‟s a ten minute walk, you big baby,” she 
said. “You‟ll be fine.” 

 “I didn‟t say anything,” Garrett said. 

 Raven sighed. “Pity all we could save of you is the least 
useful part of a man.” 

 “Har har har. You know, if this is all going to work, 
you‟ll need my help.” 

 Raven just laughed. 

* 

 A stepping disk flared with a peculiar whine, wreathed 
in eldritch flame. Then three figures stood on a ridge 
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overlooking the steelworks. In the center was a man with 
dark hair, streaked white, in a bright red coat. On his right, a 
tall and confident woman with strawberry blonde hair, and 
on his left a young woman with very straight blonde hair, her 
legs bent backwards with hooves, goatlike. 

 “Here we are,” Strange said. 

 “The whole place throbs with evil,” Illyana said. 
“There‟s no way we‟re undetected. What‟s the plan?” 

 “I‟ll find the source of this contagion and put a stop to 
it,” Strange said. “Illyana, you stay in the underspace and 
keep an eye on what you can through scrying. Ultimately 
your task is to release Banner. Until then, don‟t spend 
yourself in a lesser conflict. Understood?” 

 “Yes sir,” she said. 

 “And me?” Valeria asked. 

 “First go take a look around. Then draw off as many as 
you can to leave me a clear shot at the one behind this 
mess.” 

 She nodded curtly and leaped from the earth, soaring 
towards one of the banks of shattered windows. Illyana 
dropped back into the underspace with another stepping 
disk, and Strange started walking towards the steelworks, his 
strides determined. 

 Valeria silently gusted into the steelworks, peering 
around intently. Not much going on upstairs. So she lazily 
swooped over the floor, peering down through it. There, the 
ramp. And a heavily armed band… walking into an ambush. 
She looked a little further along the corridor, then her eyes 
widened and she zipped out of the building. 

 Time for a new plan… 

* 

 “I don‟t like this long hallway,” Fury said. “This begs to 
be an ambush. No cover. Nuthin.” 
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 Alex heaved a long suffering sigh. “Of course it‟s an 
ambush. But you are the best of the best of the best, right?” 
he said, amusement coloring his tone. “Hit me with your best 
shot and all?” 

 “Part of being elite is using tactics to your advantage 
and not spending yer resources in stupid gambles,” Fury 
gritted out. “You want elites that‟s fine, but you can‟t order 
„em like footsoldiers. You want to see what we can do, you 
gotta give us room ta do it.” 

 “Snap snap,” Alex said. “I hate excuses. Keep it down. 
Oh, here they come,” he said as vampires streamed up the 
ramp and poured down from behind them as well. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 At the back of the squad, Wilson opened up with his 
pistols, snapping precise shots into the foreheads of the 
vampires. A moment after impact, the heads exploded; he 
was using armor piercing explosive ammunition. He wildly 
cackled as his fire crashed vampires, who tumbled under the 
rush of those behind them. 

 Rachel whipped out her hand and an invisible wall of 
force sealed the way deeper in. The vampires rebounded 
from it and blinked, sniffing. Then one of them was granted 
a connection to the one below, to the one with the power. 
Rachel let out a yelp as she jerked back, smacking into the 
wall and sliding to the ground semi-conscious, her power 
blown through in a heartbeat. 

 Fury pumped a grenade into the squalling mass, and 
they charged. Some were still on fire as they streamed 
towards the trapped group. Fury‟s bullets pounded the front 
lines back into their fellows, but the agile vampires leaped to 
the walls and ceiling to charge in. 

 Alex grabbed Fury‟s shoulder. “God you people are 
worthless,” he said, disgusted, and he shoved him back by 
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Wilson. “Cover the rear.” Then he squared off with the 
vampires. 

 They hesitated, realizing who and what they faced. 

 He grinned. 

 Narrow corridor. No cover, indeed. 

 He clasped his fists together and unleashed a cosmic 
channel that whirled to the end of the ramp and connected, 
then a lens flare of magnificent unbridled energy washed the 
walls and floor and ceiling, in a single mighty strike burning 
away all flawed materials that obstructed his path. The sound 
was deafening in the confined space, and it rolled out into 
the steelworks above and through the cavern below. 

 “Frost!” Alex roared. “I‟m coming!” Steam drifted from 
him as he strode down the corridor, awash in the ashes of 
the recently departed. 

 For the moment, the vampires attacking from the rear 
pulled back in fear. Fury knelt by Rachel. 

 “She‟s alive,” he muttered. 

 “Okay, I‟m out of my depth,” Wilson said. “Do we 
follow Bomb Boy or do we git while the gittin‟s good?” 

 Fury looked down the ashen corridor after Alex for 
only a moment. “Let‟s go,” he said, and he slapped in a fresh 
clip. “This aint over. Not by a long shot. I‟m not committing 
suicide today if I can help it.” 

 Below, Alex strode into the main chamber. He saw the 
Wormhole pinioned up over the vat, and he saw Frost 
brooding on his throne opposite. 

 “It was inevitable that it come down to the two of us,” 
Frost noted, his voice deep and sibilant, taking on a life of its 
own as it raced around the room. “You have a choice. Free 
the beast and hope to stop me before I kill you or escape, or 
battle me and take the chance that the rest, who have feasted 
on the creature‟s life blood, won‟t be enough to slay you.”  
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 “All I have to do to free the Wormhole from you is to 
wake it up,” Alex sneered. He turned, and the energy built in 
him. Frost smiled. 

 Alex cut loose with the rumbling flash of impossible 
energies, but suddenly something lunged up out of the vat; a 
massive, goopy creature that took the hit in the chest and 
was flung back to splat against the Wormhole. 

 The huge thing crawled out of the vat, towering at over 
twenty feet. Alex looked up at it, momentarily surprised. 

 “Restrain him,” Frost said in a bored voice. 

 The huge creature lunged at Alex, and he didn‟t have 
time to focus a blast on it before it collapsed on him, around 
him, and with a disgusting slurping noise it sucked him in. 
When the creature stood, only one of Alex‟s eyes and nostrils 
were visible. He was inside the creature. 

 Frost approached, his lip curled in derision. “Good 
show. You stayed up for, what, fifteen seconds? Twenty?” 

* 

 Fury and Wilson hunkered down back to back at the 
top of the ramp, blazing away. Wilson dropped his pistols 
and whipped up the shotgun, blasting at the newly 
courageous front ranks that charged him. Fury dropped his 
rifle, spun, and snagged Wilson‟s submachine gun, turning 
with a spray that pushed the vampires back as bullets 
exploded across their rank. For a few seconds the charge was 
disrupted and the vampires pulled back. 

 In a flurry of activity the two soldiers reloaded as Rachel 
groaned and struggled to sit up. “Darkness,” she whispered, 
trembling. “It‟s so cold…” 

 “Rachel,” Fury said. “Get ready to move. This may be 
our last shot,” he said as the vampires massed behind the 
machines, preparing for the next rush. 

* 
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 “Overconfident, preening fool,” Frost said to the tiny 
part of Alex that was exposed. The creature that held him 
had grown chitinous armor that could withstand the cosmic 
blasts. “The Grail grants me victory. Each vampire that 
drinks from it grows more powerful. Incredibly powerful.” 
He turned with a gesture, and the vampires that had been hit 
by bullets from the Project soldiers gathered around. 

 “We cannot be stopped, you see,” Frost said with an 
indulgent smile. “We will win. Your time is over. And as for 
your precious Master—“ 

 There was a tremendous crashing thud that 
reverberated in the walls, like an artillery shell impact. Then a 
hole was blasted in the roof, and as chunks of stone, earth, 
and concrete sprayed the room a figure descended in a shaft 
of golden sunlight. 

 The vampires squalled and recoiled at the sunlight that 
drenched the circle where she stood; she had torn the roof 
from that area of the steelworks, and there was nothing 
between her and the open sky at this moment. The vampires 
scrabbled for cover, and the monstrosity that gripped Alex 
keeled over with an odd grunting whine. Alex was half 
released. 

 No dramatic announcements, no heroic posturing. She 
got busy. Twin beams of blazing red energy leaped from her 
eyes, punching through the chests of the slower vampires 
and piercing their hearts. They toppled and died. Then they 
had cover, but she fired unerringly through it. The vampires 
retreated, hissing and snarling. Frost stood quietly waiting his 
turn. He smiled. 

 “Good,” he murmured to himself. “We‟re almost all 
here.” 

* 

 The vampires sprang through the hail of bullets; Fury 
heard screaming and he realized it was his own voice, hoarse 
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with rage. Finger locked with a death grip on the trigger, he 
braced for impact— 

 With a hissing snarl, bands and patterns of brilliant 
crimson energy swirled out of nothingness to surround the 
three warriors at the top of the ramp. The vampires 
rebounded from it and fell sprawling, seared. 

 “Whoah,” Wilson said. “Are we dead?” He looked at 
the peculiar twisting pattern on the sphere that encompassed 
the three of them on all sides. 

 The vampires whirled to see a man standing in the 
shadows. They hissed, furious and menacing. He stepped 
into the light and smiled. 

 The hiss abruptly changed pitch. They turned and 
scurried down the ramp at high speeds. 

 “Wait here,” the tall, thin man in the bright red coat 
said to them. He smiled, and his eyes were positively eerie. 
He glided down the ramp after the vampires. 

 Fury and Wilson exchanged a look, then struggled to 
push through the red screen that surrounded them. It had no 
give, it might as well have been steel.  

 “Okay, so we‟re stuck,” Wilson said. “Time?” 

 “Five minutes twenty two seconds,” Fury said grimly, 
looking at his watch. “How much you want to bet this 
bubble can‟t stop an air strike?” 

* 

 “Enough.” Frost‟s voice rang out imperiously. With a 
gesture, he sealed the hole in the roof, plunging the room 
once more into darkness. “Get her.” 

 From all corners, the surviving vampires sprang at 
Valeria. Her beams slashed through one, then she was hit by 
a fist the size of her torso and flung back to smash into the 
wall, cracking it. She shook her head, amazed. She saw the 
vampire‟s fist retract and change its shape. 
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 In a sudden cold moment she realized that Wormhole‟s 
blood, his flesh, his otherdimensional mass was primed to 
change its shape depending on the needs of the one it filled. 
For Wormhole, he was dim and unsure of how to use that 
except instinctively to change size and strength. But the 
vampires… 

 Well, they were a bit more cunning. 

 Their forms warped and shifted as she watched, then 
they charged at her. 

 Her smile was feral. 

 Very well.  

 She held nothing back. A backhand tore the anchored 
vampire in two, she flew through the center of one, spraying 
cold gloppy blood everywhere. Can‟t use it if it‟s not in them. 
One billowed out with patagia, flesh wings between its wrists 
and ankles, and she saw feeding needles in the flaps. 
Focusing her will, she gusted a frigid current of air at it that 
scattered frost patterns over its already cool body. One 
punch shattered it. 

 Then the fight began in earnest. A hammered blow 
slammed into her shoulders, knocking her forward, and they 
charged tossing their best hits at her, kicking her around a 
little. She felt a few of the hits, and she felt anger rising in 
her. Vampires. With these shape changing talents, could they 
breach her flesh with their teeth? 
 She hit back. 

 Hard. 

 A heavy rumbling shook the chamber, and then with a 
pained squeal the creation that held Alex peeled like a banana 
and he stepped out, shaking with barely contained wrath. 

 Frost watched the battles, faintly bemused. Waiting for 
the main event. Then his smile widened and he turned. 
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 “Doctor Stephen Strange, Sorcerer Supreme,” he 
intoned. “I‟m glad you could make it. You certainly took 
your time. I am ready for you.” 

 “Vampire,” Strange said, his face set as though chiseled 
in stone. “You have violated my hospitality, stolen one of my 
guests.” 

 “Ah yes,” Frost said. “But it‟s so much worse than 
that.” 

 Alex blasted the glop monster yet again, and it managed 
to drag itself away, plunging into the vat. Alex swore, then he 
was attacked by several of the vampires that had been kicked 
off Valeria. Her battle raged, fluid and vicious. From time to 
time one or more vampires would trot to the vat for a refill. 

 Frost produced a pair of crystals, each the size of a 
palm. “The Szardos family, mother and daughter,” he said. 
Strange‟s consciousness checked quickly, and he sensed their 
life forces, one in each crystal. His face darkened. 

 “What do you want with them?” 

 “They will protect me from you,” Frost said. “Anything 
you throw at me will be refracted between them in a way that 
I am afraid they will find most painful. Turns out your faith 
was once again misplaced.” He shook his head. “Their shells 
are intact, awaiting the gift of vampirism. Then their astral 
forms will wither before your eyes as they become something 
else, mindless and soulless, and as I am sure you have 
guessed I‟ll send them after you so you have the pleasure of 
dispatching them personally. So either way you will destroy 
them, you simply get to choose whether you want to destroy 
their spirits to get a shot at me, or wait for the physical 
assault after I‟ve won.” His smile was vicious, and his eyes 
genuinely interested, curious at what the Sorcerer Supreme 
would choose. 

 “Hardly sporting,” Strange said with a faint smile. 
“What do you want exactly?” he asked as Valeria roared her 
anger, punching a hole in the side of the vat so the precious 
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fluid sprayed everywhere. The level in the vat immediately 
began to drain. Ear shattering explosions rang out as Alex 
blazed away through the vampiric ranks. 

 The huge monster lunged once again, catching Alex by 
surprise and sucking him in. It trembled and rumbled, but he 
was weakened and it had returned to full strength.  

 “Simple enough,” Frost shrugged. “I plan to seize 
power, set up a power base that attracts militaries to try to do 
battle with it, so I may defeat them until the land is 
conceded, then to grow slowly in might, shaping my subjects 
for a thousand years. I will take power bit by bit until there is 
nothing left to prevent me from plunging the world into 
darkness and feeding at my leisure.” He smiled. “The usual.” 

 “You know that eventually the masses always find a 
way. The more absolute your control, the more direct your 
participation in forging the weapon that will be your 
downfall.” Strange‟s eyes were serious. 

 “Of course,” Frost said with a wave of the hand. “But 
it‟s the challenge of it that‟s amusing.” 

 “Why now? Why not ten years ago?” Strange asked. 

 “Change in management, I severed an old vassalage and 
found a new Master,” Frost said. “Interesting you should 
ask,” he added, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully. “Why are 
you stalling for time?” 

* 

 Illyana stood, chest heaving, sword oozing gore, over 
the bodies of the two gypsy women. In a flash she left the 
scene of vampiric carnage, taking the bodies with her, and 
returned to the underspace, where she scampered to her 
scrying crystal. “Demons, guard the women,” she said. Then, 
with a grin, she vanished once more. 

 In a flare of mystic fire, her disk deposited her behind 
Strange. “Got „em,” she said. 
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 Strange‟s grin turned nasty, and he threw up a nearly 
invulnerable defensive array and stood glaring at Frost as 
Illyana teleported out again. 

 “That‟s an annoying habit,” Frost muttered, looking at 
the space Illyana had occupied a second before. 

 In his moment of distraction, Strange dropped through 
the floor in his astral form, leaving his body defended. He 
moved softer than a whisper of thought, and he reached for 
the two crystals Frost held. 

 In a superhumanly quick movement Frost tossed the 
crystals away and snatched Strange‟s ethereal form with both 
hands; with a shock, Strange discovered Frost could both see 
and touch the astral plane. 

 The split second was gone, and Frost poured cold death 
energies into Strange‟s astral form. Strange screamed and 
screamed and no one could hear him. 

 Almost no one… 

* 

 “Yeah,” Wilson said. “It‟s been great knowing you all. 
We‟re screwed. Wanna have some pre-death sex?” he said to 
Rachel, who ignored him. 

 The ball of red energy faded then dissipated.  

 “Go!” Fury shouted, scrabbling to his feet and 
sprinting. The others were right behind him. 

 “Time!” yelled Wilson. 

 “Minute ten seconds!” Fury replied as they sprinted for 
the safety of the barren hills. 

* 

 A clump of vampires sailed through the air and cracked 
the obsidian shell Alex‟s opponent had grown to shrug off 
his blasts. Valeria hung in the air, eyes blazing with fury. 

 “Release him!” she shouted at Frost. 
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 “But why?” Frost said, his eyes gripping empty air, 
power flowing out of him. “I can dispatch the Sorcerer 
Supreme with a simple squeeze.” 

 “You lust to continue your unnatural life. A rematch is 
safer than the certain death I will give you if you harm him 
further,” Valeria said, her voice cold and dead, “and your 
time to decide is up.” 

 Frost released Strange‟s astral form with a simple 
gesture. Strange, barely alive, drifted back towards his body 
like an unconscious swimmer drifting to the bottom. 

 “Now now,” Frost said, brushing his hands off. 
“Summers is half spent, and you have no idea what you‟re 
dealing with.” He paused. “Leave while you still can and I 
will allow it.” 

 “I‟m willing to sacrifice those in this room to end your 
madness,” Valeria said quietly. She glanced over at Alex, who 
nodded with a grim scowl. 

 “Oh,” Frost said as his face curled into a grin, “I‟m in a 
lot of trouble now.” 

 Alex unleashed a blast at him, and as it crushed home 
with scattering cosmic energies, flaring around the room, 
Frost took a step back and dug deep into the network of 
power that fed him, diffusing the hit across his undead 
energy grid as it spread through his holdings. He drew on his 
dark reserves of power, and he grew taller, deeper, darker. He 
laughed as Alex‟s beam refracted off of him. 

 Valeria took advantage of the distraction to swoop over 
and snatch Strange, zipping out to the hills in a swift streak 
of motion. 

 Then a peculiar sound caught her attention; her 
incredible hearing amplified as she turned to see as no mortal 
could see. 

 A formation of jets approached. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 Frost‟s laughter swelled and pealed through the broken 
cavern as the vampires sprang on Alex from all sides. He 
spun, his energy tearing around him, but they had some 
minimal protection against his attack and they were not 
instantly incinerated.  

 “Don‟t you understand?” Frost shouted. “I cannot be 
stopped! I have the Grail! My minions are as powerful as 
they can imagine themselves to be, when they have drunk 
their fill! We can heal, and shape in ways previously 
undreamed of!” Alex struggled, blazing into the masses with 
so much energy that his own skin began to crisp with the 
power he was channeling. Frost roared victory, arms 
stretched towards the sky he would soon pollute with eternal 
darkness. 

 He was interrupted by the horrid shriek of metal 
shearing through metal. He looked over to see the goat 
legged sorceress finish severing the chains that held 
Wormhole. 

 “Distracted much?” Illyana said archly, and Frost 
realized he wasn‟t prepared to capture Wormhole‟s mind and 
sedate it before— 

 “SMASH!” shouted the massive creature. In an instant, 
a thought thrilled through its form, twisting its glop into 
armor, muscle, bone, savage ferocity. It sprang, and as Frost 
prepared a strike the disturbingly nimble monster crushed a 
hit into him that sent him through the throne, embedding 
him in the back wall of the cavern. 

 Illyana thrust splayed fingers at Alex, and he was 
teleported out from under the creatures that attacked him. 
Then she closed her eyes and dropped into underspace as the 
first missiles punched through the ground, filling the 
chamber with flaming death. 
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* 

 On a hill, about a quarter mile from the steel works 
factory, the disk sprawled and deposited Illyana and Alex. 
The man rolled over on his back, in some mysterious 
desperate pain. Illyana fell to her knees, sobbing. 

 “Too slow!” she said. “I was too damn slow, I waited 
too long!” Tears coursed down her cheeks as she punched 
the earth. 

 Valeria glanced at her, then turned her attention back to 
Strange. His breathing was slow, trembling, and cold. Ice had 
formed on his moustache where he breathed out, for his very 
bone marrow was full of an unnatural chill that would have 
killed a lesser man in a moment. 

 “Strange, say something,” Valeria said. “Are you 
alright?” For a long moment she heard his chilling astral 
scream again, a sound unlike anything she had ever heard. A 
sound she hoped to never hear again. She had no idea if 
anyone could survive that, even the Sorcerer Supreme. 

 When she looked around again, Illyana and Alex were 
both gone. 

 “Illyana?” she said hesitantly. Then she returned her full 
attention to Strange. She rubbed his hands; they were so 
cold… 

* 

 Illyana stood staring into the inferno in the aftermath of 
the bombing. “Come on, Banner,” she whispered. “Give me 
another chance to fulfill my blood oath.” 

 Something was climbing out of the pit of flame. 
Something incredibly huge. A hulking form grunted an earth 
shattering cough, and flames billowed. It lumbered free of 
the flames and stood, black and on fire. Vast. Furious. It 
roared as it stood to its full height; its lungs were on fire, so a 
gout of flame shot out of its mouth. 
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 Sirens screamed as fire trucks headed for the site. 
Illyana felt a sudden surge of alarm; Wormhole must not 
confront uniforms. She moved to stand in his path, frail and 
small, her whiplike tail lashing as she stared up at the creature 
that approached thirty feet in height. 

 She was thinking fast. Teleporting was not an option, 
she‟d tried that. How to stop him? How to stop it? 

 Her voice began as her brain whirled on a different 
track. “Banner,” she called, her voice clear and strong above 
the hiss and roar of flame. “I know you‟re in there. I know 
you‟re hiding from a terrible pain right now. But it‟s over. It‟s 
over, Banner. Come back. Come back to us.” 

 The creature roared again, slinging a punch down. 
Illyana did not move, and the punch slammed down mere 
feet in front of her. The impact tossed her in the air, but she 
landed gracefully on her hooves. It hunched down and 
roared; she abstractly noted she would fit neatly into its 
mouth. Terror gushed through her, and a certainty that she 
was going to die. That brought a kind of peace. 

 “Banner,” she said again, and her legs shifted, her eyes 
shifted. She was Illyana the young woman, not the demon 
sorceress. “Banner, come back.” She extended her hand. 

 The flames began to flicker and die on the creature as it 
reached out and touched her hand, its blunt fingertip the 
length of her arm. With a  peculiar swallowing noise, it began 
to shift and shrink. 

 “That‟s it,” she said soothingly. “Come on. It‟s over.” 

 As the Wormhole began to shrink, Strange and Valeria 
watched. He was violently trembling, and supported by 
Valeria, but alive. A smile grew on his face and glowed in his 
eyes, and the cold seemed somehow less. 

* 

 Alex stumbled over to the other agents and dropped to 
his knees. Nasty gashes and tears were all over him, his face 
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spattered with blood. “C‟mere,” he said, and Fury and 
Wilson stood from where they‟d been talking quietly with 
Rachel. “Her too.” 

 They surrounded him. “Link arms,” he said hoarsely. 
They did, and he put his arms on Wilson and Fury. He 
seemed very heavy for a moment, then he toppled over 
backwards. “Good,” he said with a faint gasp in his breath. 
“Good. Gimmie a minute.” 

 They sat silently watching him for a long minute. Then 
he managed to sit up. 

 “Worthless,” he said, his eyes mean. “All the money, all 
the time, all the training, and you all are worthless. Gonna be 
some housecleaning. Oh yeah. Let‟s go.” He got up as the 
helicopter descended. It landed, and Alex hopped aboard. 

 Fury, Wilson, and Rachel exchanged a worried look, 
then they followed. The helicopter lifted off and headed 
northward, disappearing into the mid day sky. 

* 

 Banner was on his knees, weeping uncontrollably, and 
Illyana knelt holding him up, giving him a shoulder to cry on. 
She held him close as sobs wracked his gaunt form. 

 Strange and Valeria reached them. “It‟s time to go,” 
Strange said as the fire trucks pulled up with the police cars 
less than a mile away. 

 “I can‟t teleport Banner,” Illyana said, eyes large. “We 
established that, if you recall.” 

 “I can… shield you from the effect, now that we know 
what it is,” Strange said, his breath puffing out cold clouds of 
mist. 

 “You‟re the Sorcerer Supreme,” Illyana shrugged. 
Strange gestured, murmuring under his breath. Illyana was 
startled, realizing this was the first time she had seen him 
resort to invocations on Prime. A ball swelled around 
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Banner, then the disk flared up around the four of them and 
the desert wind blew uninterrupted through the space they 
had filled mere seconds before. 

 Then they were in the hallway of the Sanctum. Strange 
struggled over to a chair in the hallway, and he fell asleep. 
Valeria and Illyana carried Banner into one of the guest 
rooms. 

 Time passed. 

 Strange slowly pried his eyes open with the strength of 
his will. Valeria sat across the hall, watching him, quietly 
waiting. 

 “Are you going to recover?” Valeria asked quietly. 

 “The touch of death is not easy to shrug off,” Strange 
said, his teeth chattering a bit with the cold. “My astral form 
is much more vulnerable than my physical one, to an attack 
of that sort. You saved my life.” 

 “At least Frost is dealt with,” Valeria said. 

 “Frost is not the end,” Strange said, his eyes glittering 
with a chilly light all their own. “He has a new master. And I 
know who that master is.” He gathered his strength. “One 
more push,” he said. “One more push to end this thing.” He 
looked at Valeria. “Are you up for it?” he asked. 

 She stood and walked up to him. She extended her 
hand. “To the finish,” she said, her eyes clear and almost 
luminescent in the dimness of the hallway, her unnaturally 
smooth features serious and set. 

 Strange took her hand, cold wreathing around their grip. 
“To the finish,” he echoed. 

* 

 “Where are we?” croaked Banner, his eyes bandaged 
shut. 

 “Strange‟s Sanctum, Hospital for Heroes,” Illyana said 
with a small smile. 
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 Banner relaxed. “This is the only place I‟ve felt safe in 
years,” he rasped out. He gathered his strength. “You saved 
me,” he stated. 

 “Yep,” she said. “I had to, I had to make up for losing 
you in the first place. You should have told me you had a 
portal in your flesh.” 

 “Didn‟t come up,” Banner said, and he couldn‟t repress 
a painful coughing chuckle. He took a long, wavering gasp. 
“I feel terrible.” 

 “Well,” Illyana said, “you did channel more energy than 
the eastern seaboard, ya know. But we nailed the bad guys.” 

 “Woo hoo,” Banner said. Then he was asleep. 

 She watched him sleep for some time. She slowly traced 
the freshly scabbed cut on her palm, and she smiled softly to 
herself. 

 Strange opened the door. “Illyana,” he murmured. “A 
word?” 

 She stood and left quietly, closing the door. 

 “Yes?” she said to Strange. 

 “Underspace please,” he said. A moment and a flare of 
energy later, they were in the underspace. On two slabs, the 
gypsy women lay quiescent and empty. 

 Strange slowly walked over to them, looking down, jaw 
set. “Frost outmanuvered me,” he said. “I had hoped they 
would be able to keep each other safe, working as a team. I 
had hoped to save them. I was so close…” 

 “You did save them,” Illyana said. “Or, rather, you‟re 
going to.” 

 “What do you mean?” he said, turning. Something in 
his eyes was much to serious for a joke. 

 She smiled, then grinned, then beamed. From behind 
her back she produced a pair of crystals. 
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 Strange looked at her, astonished. She took a moment 
to etch that expression and that moment in her memory, to 
cherish for the rest of her life. 

 She handed him the crystals. “You are the one that 
taught me that details make or break the wizard,” she said. 
“Something tiny can save you when you face insurmountable 
odds. Well,” she said, and she gestured at the crystals. 

 “Brilliant,” Strange said, feeling the crystals hum in his 
grasp. He forgave her any well-earned smugness. He looked 
up at her, pride shining in his eyes. “This will just take a 
moment.” 

 He placed the proper crystals on the women, then 
waved his hand. The crystals dissolved, sparkling, into their 
chests. Strange slumped. “When they wake tomorrow, they 
will be whole.” He looked at Illyana. “Send them home.” 

 Illyana scampered over to her scrying crystal, and after a 
moment or two of peering, she gestured, and the two women 
were whisked out of the underspace and back to the trailer 
park. 

 Strange approached where she squatted by the crystal. 
She stood. He put his hand on her shoulder. 

 “I am truly proud of you,” he said, his eyes serious. 
“Not just your mystic knowledge becoming more grounded, 
but of you. You‟re handling yourself well, Illyana Rasputin. 
And that‟s why I‟m giving you an opportunity to come along 
for the final battle.” 

 “That wasn‟t it?” she said, a bit startled. 

 “No,” he said, and his tone explained the situation. 

 “Wow,” she said. She let that sink in. “You‟re inviting 
me along to take on some cosmic bad guy?” 

 “The toughest one I have ever faced,” Strange said. 
“You‟ve earned the right to choose whether you want to take 
that risk or not.” 

http://home.”/
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 She stood up straight. “Whether I live or die, I am 
honored to fight by your side,” she said. 

 Strange shook his head just a fraction. “So be it,” he 
said with a nod. 

* 

 Frost stood wavering in the deep darkness. “I was 
defeated,” he managed hoarsely. “The Grail… stripped from 
us.” He steadied himself for a moment. “I will find another 
way… to thin the barrier, to let you in, my Dark Lord.” 

 Before him, a young woman lolled senseless in a chair. 
The darkness within and around her was deafening, blinding. 
Something within it spoke. 

 “You already have,” hissed something in the darkness. 
Frost convulsed, then collapsed senseless, eyes twitching, 
deep in dreams.  

 The figure let loose a throaty laugh that rolled deep into 
the night, but not far on Prime. 

 Then, the final push against reality began. 
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Perchance to Dream 
 

February 4 

 Illyana quickly opened the door. “Greetings,” she said. 
“Glad you could make it. Logan,” she said with a nod. The 
short man in a leather jacket, cowboy boots, and jeans 
nodded at her curtly without making eye contact. He stepped 
into the musty old house, sniffing and glancing around. His 
eyes were squinted, his jaw set. 

 “Victor,” Illyana said. The slim, debonair man with 
tousled chestnut hair smiled, his alert eyes taking everything 
in as he followed Logan into the house, shrugging off his 
trench coat. 

 “Hey Pete,” she grinned at the last man on the 
doorstep. He was a broad shouldered athlete with an honest, 
square face and jet black hair. He had to duck slightly to 
enter. She turned to address the three of them as she pulled 
the door closed. 

 “Please follow me to the basement.” They fell in step 
behind the slim young blonde as she navigated the house, 
through the second parlor to a heavy door. She hauled it 
open and headed down the sturdy stairs to the basement. 

 “So Vic,” Logan muttered. “Did you contact this guy or 
did he contact you?” 

 “I asked him about what we encountered,” Victor 
murmured in his cultured European accent. “He sent the 
three of us, and only the three of us, invitations to a meeting 
to discuss doing something about it.” 

 “What kinda name is Doctor Strange anyhow?” Logan 
grunted, glancing around at the dusty furniture for a 
moment. 
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 “You could make up any last name, and you picked 
Sendry?” Victor asked as he brushed past the shorter man and 
headed down the stairs, after Piotr. 

 “Ouch,” Logan said reflectively. He followed Victor 
down the steps. 

 The basement was empty save for a large round table 
with seven chairs around it. A light over the table illuminated 
it, but left the rest of the room shadowed. At the end of the 
table farthest from the stairs stood a thin man in a red trench 
coat, his eyes bright and his face narrow. He smiled as the 
four reached the bottom of the stairs. 

 To his right was a young woman with full-bodied 
strawberry blonde hair, classically beautiful.  

 Strange cleared his throat. “Welcome to my home. 
Greetings. I‟m glad you accepted my personal invitation to 
this rather exclusive gathering. This is my associate, Valeria,” 
he said with a gesture to the woman at his right, “and you‟ve 
met my apprentice Illyana.” He glanced at those assembled. 
“Illyana, could you go and see if our last guest has arrived?” 

 As she jogged back up the stairs, the five remaining in 
the room glanced at each other. 

 “So it is true,” Victor said, his eyes levelly meeting 
Strange‟s. “You mean to go on a quest. Seven is a mystic 
number.” 

 Logan rolled his eyes and clamped a cigar, unlit, 
between his teeth. 

 “You could call this a quest, something along those 
lines,” Strange said. “I have discovered the dark power 
behind this attack on our world, but it is too powerful for me 
to attempt to battle it alone. I need help.” He paused. “I 
want you all to spend the night in this house, and we will 
depart in the morning to engage this monster.” 

 “Why in this house?” Logan asked, squinting 
suspiciously at Strange. 
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 “Otherwise you might not wake up,” Strange said 
delicately. “Your dreams may be lethal. I am most closely 
watched, and by now my adversary already knows who I 
have chosen to accompany me on an assault against the 
staging area for his own personal invasion.” He looked at 
each of them. “You are now targets.” 

 “Enough mystery and riddles,” Piotr burst out. “What‟s 
going on?” 

 “A moment of patience,” Strange said, raising a 
placating hand. “I would prefer to wait and see if our seventh 
guest arrives. Better to go over it once rather than twice.” 

 Just then the door to the basement opened, and Illyana 
came down the stairs. The woman behind her wore a baggy 
coat, ball cap, and sunglasses. She stripped off the hat and 
glasses and shook out her hair. She was stunningly beautiful, 
Asian, a slight purple tinge to her raven-wing hair. 

 Valeria smiled. Logan stared unabashed for a moment, 
then resumed his scowl and turned away.  

 “Welcome,” Strange said. “And now if you will be 
seated we can begin.” He remained standing. 

 Valeria sat, and Victor next to her. Logan sat next to 
Victor, Lock sat next to Logan, then Piotr and Illyana. They 
were seven. 

 “I am not from this dimension,” Strange said simply. 
“My home dimension was destroyed by a vastly powerful 
force, a universe within a universe that was tightly caged. 
When it was released, they both... ceased to exist. That is not 
important at this point. I had resolved to stay within the 
emptiness that had been my sworn responsibility to protect, 
and slowly fade myself. But the spirits of this Earth found 
me.” 

 He glanced at the faces around the table. “A Chinese 
bomber had destroyed the lamasery where the Ancient One, 
Baron Mordu, and this dimension‟s version of me had been 
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studying. The world was left without a Sorcerer Supreme, 
and no others were ready to take up the mantle. The spirits 
found me drifting in the void and invited me to come and 
protect the earth. I could not deny them. I quickly worked to 
make this dimension my new home, so I could defend it as 
best I could. My first priority was to discover where the 
power lay, and what schemes shaped the world‟s tides of 
influence.” 

 He paused for a moment, looking down at the table. 
“Unfortunately, my foe is not new… to this dimension. As 
most of you know, reality as we know it is really a 
fragmented thing. There are a number of layers, of 
dimensions, an entire unseen cosmology. It would be tedious 
and unhelpful to explain that here, so please allow me to 
proceed. There is only one dimension that concerns us 
tonight,” he said, looking up again. 

 “The dimension of dreams. There are regions within 
this dream world, whose name would mean nothing to you. 
Some are pleasant. One is the collector of all of humanity‟s 
darkest imaginings, where their most hideous fears pool 
beneath the astral ethers. A dark creature has been fabricated 
by these dark dreams, given strength by its existence as one 
of the Ancient Powers from before humanity was birthed 
and given shape by the dreamings of the multi-faceted 
human mind.” 

 He paused, licking his lips. “Its name is a secret not 
lightly spoken. When I have battled this thing in the past, I 
have called it Nightmare instead of resorting to… to what it 
would call itself. The name is technically true enough, and 
much less dangerous than its full title.” 

 “So, how can we fight this ancient power thing?” Logan 
said. 

 “We can‟t,” Strange said quietly. “It is already a part of 
each of us, for we all dream. The Sanctum is protected, 
warded, and shielded against the intrusion of this powerful 
creature. That is why we must rest here tonight. All we can 
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hope to do,” he said slowly, “is drive it back. From the 
dimension of dreams it plots and manipulates, touching 
countless realms and collecting the dreaming energies from 
each. Should it gain physical access to our world instead of 
siphoning off the energies of dreams, we would be unable to 
stop it.” 

 “Then we must deny it access,” Illyana said. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. 

 “How?” Illyana asked. 

 “That depends on how thoroughly it is entrenched,” 
Strange said. He sighed. “I am nearly helpless on 
Nightmare‟s home territory,” he admitted. “Nightmare has 
never come over to Prime that I know of. If Nightmare 
reaches Prime we lose. Nightmare is pushing hard now, 
nearly through. I took the time to choose this group and to 
assemble you because you each are tied to the other, and you 
have bonds of spirit to match your might and your intellect.” 
He looked them each in the eye. “There is a way. We are not 
without hope. But you will need to do your very best, to go 
beyond what you have done before if we are to prevail. The 
risk is great, but we have little choice.” 

 “The creature is using a host, isn‟t it,” Victor said. 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded, “and I have finally found that 
host. A young woman with a talent for dreams has become 
the nexus that Nightmare is using to create a way station, a 
place to gather power within Prime‟s defenses yet still inside 
Nightmare‟s influence. Since this summer, he has been 
collecting power to himself, and he is now pushing through 
the last of Prime‟s automatic defenses. We will leave one of 
our number to stand guard over our physical bodies, then the 
other six will plunge into this girl‟s dream and find where 
Nightmare is pushing through. We will fight Nightmare 
there.” He hesitated. 

“Nightmare will have the upper hand, but we will 
be in the girl‟s dream and not in his realm. We can win. We 
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must. If we can find her spirit representation and wake her, 
then his entire staging area, his entire pocket dimension will 
be erased as she regains consciousness. If the stress of the 
fight kills her while we are in her dream, Prime may be safe 
but we will die. It is a terrible risk I am asking you to take, for 
the ultimate prize.” 

 He leaned back. “I have made my case, laid out the 
situation. If you wish to participate, you must swear an oath 
to see this through to the finish.” Strange was quiet, waiting, 
looking at each of the six others. 

 “I‟m in,” Valeria said, standing. 

 “And me,” Illyana said, rising with a glance at Strange. 
Logan raised his eyebrows gently, looking at her. He shifted 
his cigar to the other side of his mouth. 

 “I will go,” Piotr said dramatically, standing with a 
flourish. 

 “Count me in,” Victor said, eyes only for Valeria as he 
stood. 

 Only Logan and the Asian woman were left seated. 
They glanced at each other. There was a long silence. 

 “Aw hell,” Logan muttered, and he stood, awkwardly 
scuffing his boots on the floor and looking down. 

 With an almost imperceptible sigh, the seventh guest 
rose to her feet. 

 “By your blood and your souls, swear you will follow 
this through to the end, to repel the creature that threatens 
our world.” 

 “We swear,” they said. 

 Strange smiled, looking positively saturnine. “Good. I‟ll 
go get supper started.” He headed up the stairs. 

 Valeria smiled briefly at Victor, then followed Strange, 
and Victor fell in step behind her. 
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 “I gotta help,” Illyana said, and she headed up the steps 
too.  

 “I must protect this good man‟s kitchen from Logan‟s 
mash,” Piotr said with a good natured grin. “I will go to be 
sure he has no beer and no sausages or potatoes.” 

 Logan found himself alone with the seventh guest. 

 “So do I call ya Betsy or Lock?” Logan said. 

 “To you I will always be Betsy,” she replied with a 
smile, “even if my name is Elizabeth.” 

 A moment of quiet followed. “How‟ve ya been?” Logan 
asked, his tone subdued. 

 “I‟ve been doing well, teaching school,” she said.  

 “I like the sounda that,” Logan nodded. “You‟d be 
good at it.” 

 “I spent a week out at your cabin,” she said to him, 
tapping her finger on the table. “It just wasn‟t the same.” 

 He nodded, then shrugged. “I‟m a city critter these 
days,” he said. “I don‟t get out much.” He hesitated, looking 
at her. “Good to see you.” 

 The quiet grew to silence and became awkward. He 
quickly stood. “Gotta go,” he said. 

 “Please, stay a bit longer,” Betsy said. “Have a seat.” He 
sat. “How have you been, Logan? Really?” 

 He scuffed his boots against the floor, looking at the 
table. “I don‟t wanna be here,” he muttered. “I lost my 
daughter to Tymaz Nine. She lived but she stabbed me in the 
back. She found herself a new family with that Rasputin fella. 
Which is fine. They got blood between em, and she and I just 
got betrayal in the way.” He looked up at the ceiling. “I had a 
place for a while,” he said softly, “and havin a new pack ta 
run with aint the same as havin a place.” 
 She stood and leaned over, giving him a quick hug. 



 

   211 

“Thanks for telling me, Logan,” she said, and she squeezed 
his arm. She turned and quietly mounted the stairs. 

 Logan sat in the basement by himself. For a long time 
he didn‟t move. Then he shrugged, and lit his cigar, took a 
deep drag, and leaned back to stare at the smoke curling 
under the single light. 

* 

 Valeria was tucking the sheets into the bed when she 
heard a man walk down the hallway and lean in the 
doorframe. “Hello, Victor,” she said. 

 “I‟ve missed you,” he said quietly. 

 She didn‟t look up. “Well, I‟m sorry,” she said. 

 “I brought my suit,” he said. “It‟s out in the car. Quite a 
piece of work, if I do say so myself. I integrated some 
weapon systems to bring it up to my revised specs. You 
might be interested.” 

 “I know more about personal arsenals and power armor 
than I‟ll ever need to know,” she said lightly. 

 “That makes one of us,” he said with a crooked grin. 
“Care to teach me? My armor, it shines, but I have not yet 
been knighted…” 

 She stood and looked him in the eye. “I delayed 
returning home, off having dinner with you, then took some 
time to myself. Because of that, the vampires almost won in a 
single stroke. I have to choose between protecting the world 
and seeking my own happiness, Victor, and though I really 
like you there‟s no way I can love you and still fulfill my 
obligations.” 

 Victor took a step into the room, deeply serious as he 
looked into her eyes. “Very well,” he said. “I swear I will help 
you fulfill any obligation you have. Whatever destiny awaits 
you I will discard my own to be a part of it. I will sacrifice 
what I need to sacrifice for you, Valeria. All that has come 



 

212 

before was preparation, and now it is time for me to decide 
who and what I will be. I must choose whether I will let my 
past be a mold to shape me or a tool to carve out the future I 
desire. I swear,” he said, dropping to one knee, “I will give 
up Latveria. For you. If you simply ask me to.” 

 The moment of silence was deafening, reverberating.  

 He spoke quietly. “No more proving my worth. No 
more bargaining. No more pride. I offer you everything I 
have, and everything I am.” 

 Valeria helped him to his feet, and pulled him into an 
embrace. Then she held him at arm‟s length. “I have to think 
about it, Victor,” she said. “Can‟t this wait until after the 
world is safe?” Her concerned eyes held his for a moment. 
Confusion clouded her expression. She smiled at him, then 
slipped past and escaped into the hallway. 

 Victor slowly turned to look after her. “But Valeria,” he 
said softly, “my whole world just left this room…” 

* 

 “It seems that we are making the Last Supper, eh 
Strange?” Piotr said as he sat at the table peeling potatoes. “I 
always wondered what they ate.” 

 “Were that true, they would have garlic chicken, salad, 
pudding, and mashed potatoes,” Strange said wryly. “In my 
line of work every supper could be the last. You never 
know,” he said softly, “when you may be thrust into the fight 
of your life for the fate of a world.” 

 “Oh yeah,” Illyana said. “I had better check the 
answering machine.” She stepped over to the answering 
machine in the hallway and pushed the button. 

 The machine played its message. “Yeah, Doc, it‟s me. If 
you get this in the next, oh, hour or so could you find me? 
Thanks! Bye,” eep. 

 Strange and Illyana exchanged a quick look. 
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 “Would you mind?” Strange said to Illyana. 

 “I‟m on it,” she said, and in a flash she was gone. 

 Strange returned his attention to trimming the fat from 
the chicken while Piotr peeled the potatoes, suddenly very 
conscious of being alone in a room with the Sorcerer 
Supreme. 

 Piotr cleared his throat. “I am sorry we have not met 
before now. I‟ve heard all about you from my sister. All good 
things,” he said, mostly telling the truth. He shook his head. 
“It is difficult to grasp that I am about to clash with a cosmic 
threat to the world.” 

 Strange half smiled. “It does take some getting used to,” 
he said dryly. 

 “Thank you,” Piotr said, unshed tears glimmering in his 
eyes. “Thank you for taking good care of my sister.” 

 “I have merely provided her with opportunity,” Strange 
said. “She has taken that opportunity to become a young 
woman that would make any father, teacher, or brother 
proud.” He smiled at Piotr, whose chin quivered with 
thankfulness. 

 Illyana flashed back into the kitchen and scooped up a 
head of lettuce and a knife. She glanced archly at Strange. 
“Well, not only did Parker survive his ordeal, but he‟s getting 
„medical attention‟ from his girlfriend,” she said with a 
wicked grin. 

 “Perhaps I‟ll call him tomorrow afternoon,” Strange 
said vaguely. 

 “Good plan,” Illyana said, turning her attention to the 
salad. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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 They had pushed back from the table, supper complete. 
Six of them sat around the table. Strange stood, dabbing his 
mouth with a napkin. 

 “Esteeméd guests,” he said. “I offer you my home for 
the evening. Do what you need to do to prepare for 
tomorrow.” He turned from them and started running 
dishwater, taking off his coat and gesturing for it to hang 
itself up across the room. It drifted to the coat rack and 
settled. 

 “Anywhere in particular I should smoke?” Logan asked. 

 “The basement is fine, and there is an ashtray in your 
room,” Strange replied. 

 “Right,” Logan said. Without looking around, without 
further ado, he left. 

 Strange glanced at Illyana. “Where is Victor?” he asked. 

 “I went to check on him before we ate,” Illyana said. 
“Get this; he‟s fasting before tomorrow‟s confrontation. To 
focus himself.” She shivered. “He is so COOL! Anyhow, I‟m 
gonna go brush up on, you know, the protection sigils and 
that sort of thing. Cram for… tomorrow‟s test.” She tossed a 
smile at the guests and headed out of the kitchen. 

 “I for one would like to explore this magnificent 
house,” Piotr said. “May I?” 

 “Just don‟t go anywhere you can‟t get easily,” Strange 
said with a smile. “The house is yours.” 

 Piotr turned to Lock. “Would you please accompany 
me?” he asked politely. She smiled and nodded, rising from 
her chair. They left the kitchen, and only Valeria and Strange 
remained. 

* 

 She strolled over to the counter, picking up a dishtowel. 
“You know,” she said with a cocked eyebrow, “I could have 
these done by now.” 
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 “Don‟t deny me the simple pleasure,” Strange said with 
a small smile. “A finite task, straightforward and with visible 
results. You have a pretty good idea by now of how few of 
those tasks I get.” 

 “Fair enough,” Valeria said, polishing a plate and 
putting it away. 

 “Out with it,” Strange said to her. 

 “Why did you invite Lock?” Valeria asked. “I‟m 
concerned that her methods and style are… counter to what 
you‟re going for with this group.” She paused. “I expected 
you to invite Parker.” 

 “Parker and I had a talk about just this sort of thing,” 
Strange said as he polished and dumped silverware into the 
rinse water. “He‟s not ready to be pulled into conflict at this 
level. He‟s more interested in finding a balance in his life, and 
I heartily approve. He is a young man with a strong need to 
have a life outside the business of saving the world. He must 
find his own way; if I push him to dedicate himself to this 
kind of heroic battle we may lose him for good, sour him to 
the whole idea, or worse. Let him find his own way, his place 
in the world, then he‟ll come to me.” Strange smiled. “And in 
the meantime, he‟s doing his part to save his corner of the 
world.” 

 “And Lock?” Valeria said, raising her eyebrows. 

 “As for Lock, she‟s worked with you and Illyana to 
great effect,” Strange said. “She saved both you and Xavier, 
no small feat. Her intimacy with darkness, her ruthlessness 
may serve us in good stead in a nightmare.” 

 “And Logan can‟t seem to take his eyes off her,” Valeria 
added archly. “Or hadn‟t you noticed.” 

 “Is that so,” Strange mused, unreadable. “How about 
that.” 

 “I disapprove of your matchmaking at a time like this,” 
Valeria said sternly. 
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 Strange looked her in the eye. “Is this about Victor?” he 
said. 

 She looked down at the sink and did not reply. 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. “Victor walks the line 
between self confidence and arrogance, technology and 
magic, protection and oppression. We‟re going into dreams 
tomorrow, and Victor has a tremendously strong will. That 
might save him, and maybe all of us. And yes,” he said, his 
voice soft and penetrating, “for your sake, I decided he 
needed to be a part of this.” 

 Valeria slowly raised her eyes to his. They were cold. 
“Don‟t you have enough of my life already?” she whispered, 
“without intruding into this too?” She tossed the towel in the 
drainer, turned, and left with measured steps, not looking 
back. 

 Strange let that sink in. 

 Then he finished the dishes by himself. 

* 

 Piotr and Lock walked down the hallway.  

 “You are so beautiful,” Piotr said to her. “I just can‟t 
understand what you see in a stump like Logan.” 

 “He is a good friend,” Lock said smoothly. 

 “That‟s all?” Piotr said skeptically. “Perhaps you do not 
see the way he looks at you.” 

 She cleared her throat and turned, fixing him with a 
look. “Thank you for your hospitality. I think I can take it 
from here.” 

 Just then Illyana poked her head out of one of the 
doors. “Hey, Pete! Come check this out! Lock, you too, 
especially you!” 

 They joined her in a guest library. It was full of books, 
books of a less dangerous quality than Strange‟s personal 
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library. Illyana had half a dozen tomes and journals sprawled 
open on the table. 

 “Check this out,” she said. “Strange put the pieces 
together a lot earlier than he let on. He knew about this thing 
back in August. He was looking for information on this 
when—when Valeria and I were alone, when you helped us,” 
Illyana said, looking at Lock, who nodded. 

 “Anyway,” Illyana said, “we were all sure Strange‟s clues 
and signs pointed to the Beast, but he wasn‟t convinced. 
These are some of the notes I made when I was „helping‟ 
him.” She flipped through her notebook. “The force pushing 
on the dimension „dwells in darkness.‟ To the heavy hitters 
on the other planes that Strange was questioning, the Beast 
would be small change.” 

Illyana looked at them, eyes shining in excitement. 
“They must have been talking about Nightmare. „Tied to our 
world but not of it‟ is pretty clear in hindsight. And check 
this one out. „Thousands of minions, not all willing.‟ Okay, 
there‟s not thousands of ninjas. But everybody dreams, and 
some people must dream deep, you know? Maybe they help 
with their nightmares whether they mean to or not.” 

 “This Doctor Strange fellow plays his cards awfully 
close to his chest,” Piotr wryly observed. 

 “Yep,” Illyana said. “A big part of being a wizard is 
timing and focus. He taught me a dozen ways to counteract a 
stunning amount of raw power with a little precision. I guess 
in his time he‟s gone head to head with some pretty uber-
wacko monstrosities, and he wasn‟t always Mister Badass. He 
just survived long enough,” she said with a shrug. 

 “Good to see that my little sister has a role model and 
goals,” Piotr said with a grin, ruffling her hair. Lock rolled 
her eyes and left. 

* 
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 Victor breathed in his incense, his body completely at 
rest as he meditated. He quieted his mind, but one blazing, 
pressing hope seared him more painfully than flame ever 
could. 

 “Please,” he whispered, unseeing in his own world. “Let 
this go well. Let me show her what I am made of, that I can 
fight to keep the world safe for her. Let her understand. This 
is my chance. Please.” 

 He breathed deep and failed to let the hope go, try as he 
might. 

 “Let her see,” he murmured, hope filling his chest so he 
could not breathe properly. “Please…” 

* 

 Logan stood at the window, looking through what 
seemed to him insubstantial glass at the windswept street 
below. A quiet knock roused him. He turned, crossed the 
room, opened the door. 

 “Hello, Logan,” Lock said. “May I come in?” 

 “Sure,” he said, taking a step back and not meeting her 
eyes. She closed the door.  

 “I want to die with no regrets,” she said, her penetrating 
eyes trying to meet his. “Being what I am, I make my will 
each morning. My life has not always been what I have 
chosen, but in retrospect there is only one real regret I have," 
she breathed, stepping closer. He took a step back. She 
stopped. "I‟ve always wanted to know you better.” 

 “Wait,” Logan said, his voice thick as he looked at the 
floor. He put a hand out towards her, between them. “No.” 
He managed to raise his eyes to her. “Not like this.” 

 She looked at him questioningly. 

 He tried to smile. “I just might survive tomorrow,” he 
said, “and I can‟t tell you how much tougher my life would 
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be… if I knew what I was missing.” He lowered his eyes to 
the floor, and Lock could feel him trembling slightly. 

 One step back, then she ghosted out, closing the door 
noiselessly behind herself. 

 Logan stood motionless, teeth gritted. Slowly, he let out 
his breath. 

* 

 “So that‟s the grand tour,” Illyana said brightly.  

 “I‟m impressed,” Piotr said with a vigorous nod. “Have 
you noticed that the inside of the house does not match the 
outside?” 

 She shrugged. “That‟s what you get with a wizard‟s 
house. Okay, bro, you can stay with Vic, who‟s meditating 
and fasting, or Logan and his stinky cigars.” 

 “What about this underspace I hear Strange talk 
about?” Piotr said. “I could stay there.” He grinned 
triumphantly at his cleverness. 

 “Er,” Illyana said glancing to the side, “even if I 
thought that was a good idea, Strange has us all under house 
arrest until the morning. I don‟t want to get attacked there by 
some dimension hopping nasty. So you can see it when this 
is all over, okay?” she said, and she smiled wanly. Somehow 
it was difficult to picture Piotr at home in her little hell. 

 Piotr heaved a sigh. “In that case, I choose Logan,” he 
said.  

 Illyana hesitated, then grinned. “Victor.” 

 “Oh, all right,” Piotr said, rolling his eyes. “I want to 
stay with Victor. While we‟re at it, anything else I want that I 
don‟t know about yet?” 

 “I‟ll keep you posted,” Illyana said, sly. “It‟s great having 
a brother!” 

 She guided Piotr to Victor‟s room, and Piotr knocked. 
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 “Come,” Victor called. 

 Piotr brought his bag in and put it by one of the two 
beds. Victor was standing, gazing out the window, lost in 
thought. 

 “I thought you were meditating,” Illyana said, trying to 
make conversation. 

 “Then it is good you were wrong,” Victor said, his eyes 
distant. “I hate being interrupted when I am meditating.” 

 “Ah,” Illyana said. “See ya tomorrow,” she grinned at 
Piotr, who threw her a pleading look before she slipped out 
and shut the door behind her hasty retreat. 

 “Well,” Piotr said, 

 “Get your sleep, Russian,” Victor said. “You‟ll need it 
for tomorrow.” 

 Piotr glared at him for a moment, then prepared for 
bed. 

* 

 Strange stood in his Sanctum Sanctorum, lost in 
thought. He blinked, then gestured. One door to the Inner 
Sanctum drifted open, and Lock stood on the other side. 
Strange did not turn. 

 She strolled in. “This is a lovely slumber party, but it‟s 
time to discuss tactics, don‟t you think?” 

 He smiled to himself. 

 “How about you start,” she said, narrowing her eyes. 

 “In the process of descending to the nexus between the 
host‟s dream, Prime, and Nightmare‟s realm we will almost 
certainly pass through the Veil, a nightmare left to deflect 
and cripple those who would interrupt. You face your own 
nightmare, and if you do not overcome it then you never 
awaken. Once we are past that, Nightmare will try to prevent 
us from waking the girl. He will be aware of you, and he will 
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target you and me the most vigorously. Because you have the 
best chance of waking the sleeper, and you know why.” 

 “And if the host dies, we do too?” Lock said. 

 “The parts of us that matter,” Strange nodded. “Yes.” 

 “Seems to me you have a lot more people than you 
need,” Lock said.  

 “Oh?” he said, raising an eyebrow. 

 “If you can‟t fight it and you can‟t sneak around it, then 
you‟ve just picked out a pedigreed suicide squad.” 

 “That‟s not true,” Strange noted. “Each and every one 
in this seven has a task to fulfill, a reason for coming. In the 
overall tactical situation, each plays an important part.” 

 “Care to enlighten me further?” 

 “Ask me again tomorrow night, if need be,” Strange 
said. 

 She pursed her lips. “And if something happens to 
you?” she said, something chilly in her voice. “We‟re all 
doomed.” 

 “Not true,” Strange said. “These people are heroes. 
They‟ll just do what they do.” 

 A few moments later, Strange gestured again, and the 
door slid shut. Lock was no longer in the area. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

February 5 

 Morning dawned, bright and clear and oblivious. 
Strange was in the kitchen, calmly multitasking between the 
sausage, the waffles, and the coffee. 

 Logan stood at the stove with a grin, poking around his 
mash. “It‟s good to be an early riser, Doc,” he said. He 
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glanced at Strange‟s counter. “Looks like you got enough ta 
feed a small army.” 

 “Which seems to be precisely what we have,” Strange 
said. “Today‟s going to be rough. The least I can do is feed 
you properly.” 

 “This mash‟ll keep yer strength up,” Logan said with a 
nod. 

 “I don‟t doubt it,” Strange said, repressing a smile. 

 Illyana strolled in. “I thought I smelled mash!” she 
grinned. “Cool!” 

 Logan tried a smile, but paid a lot of attention to the 
mess in the pan in front of him. 

 Victor walked in, dressed in khakis and a button up 
shirt. “When do we leave?” he asked crisply. “I need to be 
sure to have time to don my armor.” 

 “After breakfast,” Strange said. “The time will be right 
then. Nightmare has had an opportunity to overextend 
himself, to give us that extra edge. In about an hour he will 
be at his most invasive push, and that is when we will strike 
from his staging area.” 

 “You‟re an early riser,” Illyana said to Victor. He looked 
over at her. 

 “I got the best sleep I‟ve had in weeks,” he said. “I just 
had the misfortune to wake before the Trans Siberia 
Railroad‟s biggest engine had roused himself from bridge-
rattling slumber.” He sat. 

 Illyana took over the sausage. “I gotta help cook,” she 
said to Strange, “because I don‟t want to do dishes before 
heading out on some big murderous escapade.” She grinned. 

 “I agreed to saving the world, not doing dishes,” Lock 
said from the corner of the room. She smiled. 
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 Strange chuckled. “I have a plan for that,” he said. “I 
thought I might animate a broomstick to do the dishes, get 
some water, and so on. Leave Illyana in charge.” 

 “Har har har,” Illyana said. 

 Valeria walked in the doorway, towards the table. Victor 
blinked, and gave her his undivided attention. Illyana looked 
over her shoulder to say good morning and stopped. Strange 
turned to see what was so surprising. 

 Valeria had cut her hair to chin length. 

 “You‟ve cut your hair,” Strange observed.  

 “Less for an enemy to get a grip on,” she said, her eyes 
giving him nothing. 

 “And a traditional sign of mourning,” Victor added. 

 “Well, breakfast is ready,” Strange said. They rose and 
headed over to the counter to load up, and Rasputin 
wandered in, bleary. 

 “Late fer breakfast, Junior,” Logan said with a sad shake 
of his head. “Yer getting old.” 

 Piotr tried for a witty reply, but a jaw cracking yawn 
prevented him. 

 They ate. 

* 

 Wind swept across the desert. Rocks rose up on one 
side, and it was flat as far as the eye could see to the east. 
Nestled against the base of the rock was a battered old trailer, 
double wide. 

 The air crackled a bit, then with a snap hiss an eldritch 
portal pushed, pushed against reality, forcing its way open 
slowly. Here, the very air itself resisted the intrusion of 
another plane. Flame curled and wreathed around the pale 
disk, fanned by an astral wind in counterpoint to the physical 
wind that could not touch it. 
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 First through was Stephen Strange. He wore his bright 
red coat, and beneath a black business suit complete with a 
tie. He stepped through the portal, looked around and 
concentrated, then nodded and stepped out of the way. 

 Next through was Valeria von Doom. She was dressed 
in black leathers, a first for her. She tilted her head back, let 
the wind and the sun touch her face, then she moved to 
Strange. 

 A big man dressed in a tee shirt and jeans strode 
through the portal, squinted around, and joined his 
comrades. Piotr Rasputin had arrived. 

 Then a short man with upswept hair and a scowl. He 
wore cowboy boots, jeans, a battered leather jacket. He 
moved away from the group and squatted, testing the air. 
Logan wasn‟t sure he liked what he smelled. 

 The next man through wore a steel carapace, power 
armor that gleamed in the morning sunlight. He stepped 
through, the armor faintly whining and hissing as it followed 
his every thought, his every movement. Still he bore no 
helmet, and his chestnut hair was whipped in the wind. He 
gazed around at the landscape, and stood away from the 
portal. Victor von Doom stood ready. 

 Lock was next, her raven hair secured at the back of her 
head so it would not be in the way. She had chosen a skin 
tight deep black outfit, and on her belt was a pack of 
shuriken and a simple short sword. Her enemies would 
provide more weapons, if need be. She moved gracefully 
through the portal and waited. 

 Finally, as the portal began to sizzle shut like butter 
melting in a pan, Illyana Rasputin stepped through. Her 
dainty hooves supported her goat legs, and her trim torso 
was half covered in sheer silver plating. A whip-thin tail 
lashed behind her, and horns sprouted from her forehead. 
She brandished a large rune-crusted sword that hissed faintly 
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in the desert air, rebelling against Nightmare‟s nearby 
influence. 

 “Alright then,” Strange said. “Let‟s do this.” Seven 
strong, they kicked out the stride and approached the trailer. 
Strange took point. 

 He opened the door, and saw a woman sprawled dead 
on the floor of the trailer. Her eyes, ears, nose, mouth had all 
bled profusely, she was glued to the floor by her own blood. 
Strange stepped in, making room for the others, and he 
immediately saw the chair in the middle of the room with the 
young woman sprawled on it, mouth gaping somewhere 
between a hopeless scream and a complete lack of muscular 
control. Her eyelids twitched violently. She was trapped in a 
coma she could not escape. 

 “Let‟s do it,” Strange said. “Time for marching orders. 
All but one of us will go into this dream world. Find your 
way through the Veil, or nightmare, and into the woman‟s 
dream. Once there, stay close to me, we‟ll revise our tactics 
when we see what we‟re up against.” 

 “Cept Lock,” Logan said quietly. 

 Strange nodded. “Ready?” 

 “Wait, why?” Piotr protested. “Why will Lock not be 
with us?” 

 “Drop it,” Logan said flatly. “Let‟s do this thing.” 

 “I am ready,” Piotr said, drawing himself up to his full 
height. 

 “You must be the one to stay behind and protect us,” 
Strange said gently to Piotr. “That is your role here. Make 
sure our bodies are not killed as we save the world.” 

 “What?” Piotr exploded. “Why! What honor is there in 
that!” 

 Strange looked him in the eye. “We are walking into a 
trap, Rasputin. Nightmare is certain to try to dispose of our 
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bodies. If no one protects us then the rest of our attempt 
does not matter. The entire enterprise hinges on you and 
your prowess. I do not wish to die, but I will be defenseless. 
We all will. We‟re putting our lives in your hands.” 

 “I wish he wouldn‟t put it quite like that,” Logan said 
uncomfortably. 

 “But,” Piotr protested, “I have incredible reserves of 
mental and spiritual might as well!”  

 “Please,” Strange replied, “demonstrate them by 
accepting this task gracefully.” 

 “I must go to look after my sister,” Piotr said with 
something like petulance. 

 Strange narrowed his eyes. “We can discuss this if we 
survive.” He turned his back on Piotr. “Lay in a circle, with 
your heads near the chair and your feet pointing away from 
the chair. I will join us in dream.” He moved to lay down 
himself while Piotr sulked a bit. 

 “Is everyone ready?” Strange said as they lay on the 
floor. Everyone replied yes. Strange took a deep breath and 
let it out. 

 Just like that, the six were asleep. 

 Piotr stood alone, gnawing his lip, watching the 
motionless bodies. “Creepy,” he muttered. “I didn‟t come all 
the way out here to be left behind.” 

 He began to pace. 

* 

 Illyana dropped through a portal to the underspace. As 
she stood, it was more bare and bloody than she 
remembered it. She turned to see Sym and her pack of 
demons standing, stone faced, waiting for her. 

 “You have no more place here,” Sym said flatly, 
snapping her soulsword in two. “You won‟t rule us, so you 
are not welcome. Come back, you‟ll be killed. So says Sym.” 
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 Illyana felt the dimension begin to close around her, 
and she was squirted out to collapse back on Prime. Gasping, 
she rose to her normal human knees. The shock of what she 
had lost barely registered. 

 She saw Strange standing over her, making no effort to 
help her up. He shook his head, something terribly sad in his 
eyes. “A mistake,” he said clearly. “All of it, from Belasco on, 
a mistake.” He touched her head. “Forget,” he said with a 
voice that had authority over such things as memories. 
“Forget all you know of sorcery.” 

 Something in her screamed, but the sound could not 
make it out of her chest. She felt her tears boil for a moment, 
then she felt an odd gap in herself, an emptiness where her 
power had been. 

 She opened her eyes to look around and she was alone; 
Strange was gone, she was in a dark place, a warehouse. She 
was alone. And she was a little girl again. 

 Then she heard a subaudial growl, the click of claws on 
concrete. She whirled. 

 A huge shape loomed out of the darkness, then a bar of 
light fell across its face. 

 “Time for a rematch, little girl,” said Creed. 

* 

 Valeria gently descended into her dream, the sun at her 
back. She glanced down to see herself trimmed out in gold 
and gossamer, gleaming, descending to the roof of a temple 
that was swarmed with adoring fans who cried out for her 
return. Dozens of cameras watched and broadcast. She heard 
the snatches of a hymn being sung to her, and fireworks 
went off. She landed to choruses of “The Goddess has 
returned! The Goddess has returned!” 

 A reporter approached, bowed to put his forehead to 
the ground, then stood. She saw he was the emissary of all 
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the other reporters standing a respectful distance away, 
restrained only by their awe of her. 

 “Goddess,” the reporter said, “the people wish to know 
how your weekend on the moon went.” 

 “It was most pleasant,” she heard herself reply, nodding 
graciously. Pleased for the words he had been given, the 
reporter bowed deeply and returned to his line.  

 Valeria looked at the radiant faces pointed towards her, 
she felt the adoration poured up to her. She realized that she 
was, after all, ruler of the world. 

 As she took her seat on the throne, the Governor of 
America approached. “Thank you for coming,” he said in 
what sounded like an often uttered speech. “You will rule for 
a thousand years, protecting us from war and disease. And 
now we begin the parade.” 

 On the streets below, a massive parade got underway in 
her honor. 

 She got a creeping feeling of horror, of impending 
doom, as she looked around at all the laughing people and 
realized she was their sole protector… 

* 

 Victor crashed down on his knees, pain firing through 
his whole body. All around him was dark, only one thing was 
visible. His bloodshot eyes strained up to see the figure 
looming over him as his body struggled against complete 
collapse. 

 An old gypsy woman stood over him, armed with a pair 
of shears and a short thread. She shook her head. 

 “Tch tch tch,” she said. “What an unfortunate time to 
have a heart attack. Such a fitting end,” she continued in the 
Old Speech. “You are the last heir of the curse, dying 
childless; in dying now, you doom the world to fail as the 
mystic seven is so easily broken. And so,” she said intoning 
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in the voice of a Fate, “the dimension‟s protectors fail in the 
face of Nightmare, denied their fighting chance by this weak 
link. At least,” she added with a look of pity as she gazed 
down on the convulsing Victor von Doom, “Valeria will be 
denied her chance to rip out your heart.” 

 The shears closed. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Logan landed in a shallow snowbank, instantly sniffing 
as he glanced around. He smelled only human and metallic 
smells; as he glanced around, he saw he was in a city, and 
everyone was wearing plastic. But this wasn‟t New York. He 
sniffed again, and gazed up at the sky. He wasn‟t even on 
earth. 

 Hundreds of years. 

 He looked down at the sidewalk, saw that each panel of 
the sidewalk flashed with advertisements in a language he 
now knew that was not English. Whirling, he saw his 
reflection in a store window. His reflection shifted and 
changed as the store‟s holographic algorithms dressed his 
reflection in their products. 

He glanced down the street. One of the panels of 
the sidewalk was open, and a repairman was using tools 
Logan had never seen to re-calibrate it, or something. 

 Hundreds of years. 

 Logan suddenly realized he had been living for 
hundreds and hundreds of years. He could remember it all. The 
lives and deaths of this family, and dozens after them. 
Everything he had ever known had slipped away and still he 
was alive, unable to forget. 

 His eyes were wide as he teetered on the edge of 
oblivion, as his sanity strained under the weight of worthless, 
futile memories… He realized he was immortal and alone. 
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* 

 Lock landed with a splat, scattering something gummy 
and vile. A cloud of flies was disturbed, swarming up around 
her; their bodies were thick and black, their wings heavy. She 
glanced around, hand on the hilt of her sword. 

 She was in the concrete pump house once more. 
Surrounding her, on the floor and pinned to the walls, were 
dead ninja. The Jonin sat on his makeshift pillow throne 
opposite her. His head was on his lap, his elbow jauntily 
propped up on the top of his head. 

 What, he said in the silent speech, you think we leave when 
we’re killed? No. We wait. We are all waiting. 

 She looked around, and she saw the ninja that still had 
eyes were watching her, unearthly and alert in the raw and 
heavy stink of corruption and death that intolerably swelled 
in the confined space. 

 They were dead, but they were resting. They were 
rotting, flyblown, nibbled by unspeakable parasites, but still 
aware and simply waiting the command to take up the killing 
again. 

 In life, the Jonin said, you do what you have to do, while you 
can do it. But when you die, you belong to us. We are more than content 
to wait. 

 A hideous smile split the rotting face, puss squeezed 
from the cheeks as the Jonin watched her. Unless you care to 
settle this now? 

* 

 Strange was plucked from the air and dropped. He 
landed with a rattle on the bottom of what was shaped like a 
milk bottle. A vast white hand, unliving and undead, clutched 
the outside of the bottle. A stopper popped in place, and 
Strange stood to dust himself off. 



 

   231 

 An unspeakable voice cackled and shrieked in the 
darkness beyond the glass, a voice that Strange knew too 
well. 

 “Thank you for bringing everyone within my 
grasp,” Nightmare chortled. Nightmare put the bottle on a 
stand over a vat of nightmare acid; the half formed diseased 
dreams of the feverish, forming claws and clutching 
appendages, miserable and desperate and savage. Also in the 
stew were the dreams of those locked in pain and comas, 
dying by inches, frustration boiling in them unchecked and 
unseen. 

 One by one, chutes opened, and Strange watched the 
other five dreamers slip senselessly down the chutes to plop 
into the acid and join a fate worse than death as their minds 
were burned away in misery over years, their bodies slowly 
wasting away. 

 “Enjoy the show, Strange, you’re next,” Nightmare 
hissed in the darkness. 

 “Except this is only the Veil,” Strange said calmly. “You 
want to beat me yourself, not trap me in this foolish illusion. 
I‟m going to walk right out of this bottle and face you.” 

 “It’s not that simple,” Nightmare snarled. 

 “Oh?” Strange said. He walked right through the glass, 
through the illusion, and through the Veil. 

* 

 Piotr paced, muttering. 

 “This is terrible,” he muttered. “I hate waiting. I crave 
action, glory, the thrill of battle that the others must be 
feeling right now.” He shook his head, and as he turned in 
his pacing he saw a shadow in the far end of the trailer. 

 He stopped, suddenly alert. 

 The shadow developed a pale face, a face that smiled. 

 Then it leaped. 
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 Piotr roared, energy flaring through him and shredding 
his clothes, so he was steel by the time the creature crashed 
into him and bowled him over. As they rolled, Piotr gasped, 
startled by the raw power in this monster‟s grip. 

 Evenly matched, they wrestled. 

 Piotr smiled grimly. Wrestling. 

 His favorite. 

 He went for the holds he had practiced for years 
growing up, and the vampire that locked grips with him was 
quickly pinned, fangs pointed away from the steel man. Piotr 
grinned. 

 The vampire trembled, then flexed. Piotr flew off him, 
the length of the trailer, to smash against a wall and slump to 
the floor. He got up, blinking his astonishment.  

 The vampire approached snarling. 

 “A challenge at last,” Piotr said with a savage grin. “Let 
us fight.” 

* 

 Logan stared around shivering when he saw two big 
men corner a little girl. “Tax time,” one of the thugs grunted. 

 Logan blinked. In any time, the strong picking on the 
weak was a language he understood. He rapidly approached, 
cautious because he wasn‟t sure what weapons they might 
have. He sprang, catching one and slamming him into the 
wall, then spinning him around and tossing him at his pal. 
The thugs were down, and Logan stood threatening them. 

 They ran away. 

 He turned back to the little girl and helped her pick up 
her packages. She was blonde. 

 She looked up into his face, pure malice in her eyes. She 
hissed, and grinned. “Every time,” she says. “You stupid dog. 
Every time you‟ll be betrayed.” 
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 He smiled faintly, understanding the trick. “If that‟s the 
way it is then that‟s the way it‟s gonna be, but I hafta try. For 
me and for you. To live and love when and where you can.” 

 She pulled out a blade, and he pushed it aside, kneeling 
by her, and gave her a hug. The knife poised over his back, 
then wavered. Logan let her go, and saw something warm in 
her face, in her eyes. 

 “This way‟s out,” she said, and as she led him down an 
alley they both disappeared. 

* 

 “You‟re forgetting something,” Illyana said as she faced 
off with Creed. 

 “Oh yeah?” he snarled. 

 “Yeah,” she said with a grin. “This is a dream, and I‟m a 
kid. So I have one hell of an imagination.” 

 Logan sprang from the shadows, thundering into Creed, 
claws out in full glory, tearing and shredding. They locked in 
combat and slammed to the floor, rolling. 

 “Now where is that pesky door,” Illyana the child said, 
looking around. “Ah. There it is.” 

* 

 The sky darkened, clouds spilled over each other, a dim 
reddish glow suffused the sky. The earth trembled as the 
comet approached. Valeria whirled over the city, propping up 
buildings and pulling trucks off bridges and pushing people 
out of the way of toppling concrete. As she pulled a child 
from a burning car she turned to see a tower collapse, killing 
dozens of people. Shocked, she gasped for breath. 

 Wait. 

 She looked up at the roiling cataclysm that approached.  
She realized she could sacrifice herself to save all these 
people. Or she could do the best possible and let most of 
them die. Or she could run with no real hope of escape. 
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 “I am not a queen,” she murmured, “or a champion. I 
do the best I can, with the aid of others. I do not collect 
power to myself.” As she spoke, the words paved the way for 
more words. She blinked. 

 “There are infinite worlds,” she whispered, “and I‟m 
committed by blood oath to a battle for a different one.”  

 Steeling herself against the feeling of betrayal, she flew 
up towards the catastrophe, away from her loyal subjects. 
Then around the catastrophe and out of the Veil. 

* 

 “Damn you!” screamed Victor. He forced himself to his 
feet in his dying body, ignoring the pain and the chorus of 
“can‟t” coming from his body. “Curse be damned! Destiny 
be damned! I cannot die without resolution! I will not be a 
ghost in a world of dreams!” His eyes narrowed as he glared 
at the fate, feeling the last whispers of his heart. 

 “I refuse my fate.” 

 Then he leaped at her, snatching at her wrists with his 
draining strength, fighting with his will alone. 

 “I refuse it!” he shouted, and he was wrestling with the 
startlingly powerful old woman. Her shears were open, and 
their points cut his face to ribbons as they struggled, back 
and forth.  

 He let go of the wrist with the shears and snatched the 
wrist with the thread in both hands, flinging the old woman 
down and snatching the thread from her. 

 His gory mess of a face drained blood freely as he took 
the thread. The thread lengthened. 

 “Only I control my fate,” he intoned as gore spattered 
down on his armor. He cracked his life thread like a whip, 
and it slashed an opening in the surrounding darkness. He 
ignored the cackle that followed him as he strode out of the 
Veil, his face whole and his chest aching. 
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* 

 “The past and the future are dangerous,” Lock noted 
coolly. “The present is where you live, all you have. If I‟ve 
earned a place in your hands when I die, I‟ll face that then. 
But for now,” she said, snapping into action, “I have a lease 
on life and a mission to accomplish.” 

 She was around the few obstacles between her and the 
wall. She made eye contact with the Jonin. “Not even death 
itself will stop me.” She whirled and dove out the wall as the 
Jonin‟s mad screaming laughter chased her through the 
darkness and out of the Veil. 

 Lock slammed down on the ground with the rest of the 
group, no longer coated in the gore of the dead ninjas. She 
shook that image off, and looked around. 

 “Aren‟t you supposed to be elsewhere?” Strange asked 
with a small smile. 

 “No sneaking around in my realm,” boomed a 
hideous voice that caused them all to jump and stare around. 

 The landscape was a peculiar amalgam of hell and a 
southwest landscape. 

 “Homey,” Illyana muttered, glancing around. “I‟ll have 
to take some of her redecorating tips.” 

 “I’m relieved you all passed the simple Veil, for 
now it seals you in instead of out. And I didn’t want this 
to end too quickly,” sneered the mysterious creature in the 
darkness. Then its laughter boomed and pealed, a thing alive, 
crawling and thrashing through the peculiar dreamscape. 

 “Nightmare?” Illyana asked. Strange nodded, jaw set 
grimly. He also was pleased to see all six of them. 

 Strange looked at Lock and smiled a cold, peculiar 
smile. He nodded. 
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 She nodded back, turned, and began to run across the 
landscape towards a spire of rock that rose above the rest of 
the desert. An Indian popped up, head lolling and eyes 
flyblown, wielding a hatchet. 

 With a snap hiss, purple psionic blades sheathed her 
hands, and she whipped a strike into the creature. Nightmare 
abruptly stopped laughing as the creature squealed and 
collapsed. 

 “Hey! No cheating!” Nightmare shouted. “Time for 
the penalty. Frost! Now!” 

* 

 The vampire hurled Piotr from him and dove for 
Strange‟s sleeping form. Piotr bounced off the wall and 
shoulder checked the vampire, smashing both of them 
through the wall to tumble out into broad daylight. 

 Frost let out a hideous shriek, and whipped a hand at 
Piotr. Piotr leaped up from the ground and stumbled back, 
suddenly blind. He heard sounds of flame and boiling, then 
as he blinked repeatedly the darkness faded and a mess of 
ashes was caught on the wind and carried away. 

 Piotr stumbled back inside, breathing hard, and assured 
each of his charges was still intact. He glared around, ready 
for the next attack, flexing. 

* 

 Creatures swarmed Lock; vampires, FBI agents, undead 
Indians, feral cowboys, and other demons of the West. She 
spun and danced, tearing into them with disruptions that 
made them fall to pieces as her mind cut through their 
illusions. Still, it was a matter of time. 

 “Logan! Illyana!” Strange shouted. “Help her!” 

 Even here, Illyana‟s soul sword came to her; it was a 
part of her, even when she was dreaming. And it did just fine 
against supernatural dreams. The sword whickered and spun, 
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phantasms lashed to pieces as she charged. Logan was secure 
in the unbreakable knowledge that his claws could cut 
through damn near anything. 

 Even shadows. 

 The three of them tore down the first wave of shadows 
and sprang lightly across the tortured landscape, closing in 
on the spire of rock that was the anchor, the center of this 
reality. Nightmare was oddly silent. 

 The dreamscape split, and a wave of darkness roiled up 
like a river between Lock‟s team and their goal. Nightmare 
chuckled as the team was surrounded once more. 

 “Impressive,” Nightmare noted, “but you face no 
mere shadow this time. I am the Lord of Darkness, the 
King of Dreams!” 
 Nightmare closed in on Strange, but Valeria and Victor 
moved to block his way. 

 “Aside, mortals, before it’s too late,” hissed the 
malignant voice made of shadow. 

 Valeria and Victor felt themselves pushed down to the 
ground, crushed under the inexorable weight of Nightmare‟s 
will. 

 Strange smiled as Valeria rebelled against the 
otherworldly weight. She thrust herself up tall, glaring into 
the shadows. The dark, seething shadows. 

 She smiled. 

 “I am no mortal, demon,” she said, her voice ringing 
clear and bright in the realm of dreams. “I am a child of the 
sun. Let me show you what I dream.” 

 Strange‟s face locked in a savage grimace as he darted 
forward, hauling out his most powerful defenses to wrap 
around Valeria as Nightmare realized what she meant to do. 
Victor tumbled to the side as Valeria drifted up a few feet, 
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meshed in Strange‟s defenses. Her eyes closed as a slight 
smile filled her face with contentment. 

 She opened her dream to them. 

 Sunlight. Pouring through space, abundant, brilliant, life 
giving, chasing the cobwebs of night away. The light poured 
out into the darkness, catching Nightmare off guard and for 
a moment exposing his hideous visage. 

 Victor had eyes only for Valeria. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Strange redoubled his defenses and gritted out: 
“NOW!” 

 “It‟s a dream,” Lock whispered to Logan and Illyana; 
she grasped their hands and leaped, up into the air over the 
river, soaring. 

 “Dammit,” Logan grunted. “I „membered I‟m heavy!” 
He sailed down to crash against the rock across the river. 

 Lock and Illyana landed lightly on the narrow plateau 
with the dreamer. The young woman was locked in chains, 
shackled, in a strait jacket. Illyana spun, a lethal warrior, 
making short work of the guards. Lock glanced at her. 

 “Either she‟ll wake up or have a heart attack and die,” 
she said. Her face lit up with the ghost of a smile. “Wish us 
luck. Her name… is Dani.” 

 Lock plunged her psi blades into both sides of the 
dreamer‟s head, and the tips touched to create a feedback 
loop. The dreamer gasped. 

 The dimension began to buckle and fold, dragged into 
itself as the dreamer began to waken. Nightmare‟s raw power 
began to spray out into the ether, lost to him. He shrieked. 

 “Lock, you gotta go wake up!” Illyana said, fear in her 
eyes. “Wake me up!” 
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 Lock nodded grimly, and dove into the dreamer‟s fading 
image. 

 Nightmare howled fury, his eyes flaring in the shrinking 
dark as the disruption of the realm spun Valeria to the side, 
dazed after her effort. A vast white hand shot out and 
snagged Strange, so only his head and feet were visible 
around the hoary pale hide of the monstrous hand. 

 “NO!” Nightmare screamed. “Too soon! But if I 
must be banished, I will take the protector of earth with 
me!” 

 Strange gritted his teeth; he could allow Nightmare to 
capture him, nor could he provide the link to bring 
Nightmare to Prime. 

 His eyes flared with unholy fury. Not this time. He 
would not lose now. 

 “I will defeat you,” Strange hissed. “Even on Prime. 

 Nightmare‟s laugh tore through the eldritch darkness as 
its implosion gathered momentum. 

* 

 Piotr was nervously pacing when the girl in the chair 
choked then gasped, locked in a silent scream. Piotr looked 
at her, unsure what to do. Then Lock gasped, hopped to her 
feet, and began wakening the sleepers. 

 “Help,” she said curtly. Piotr got busy, shaking them. 
As they wakened, they groaned, then stumbled to their feet. 

 “I can‟t wake Strange!” Piotr said. 

 Lock ran to him, when suddenly the girl‟s shadow 
deepened, filled half the remaining trailer. A massy white 
hand shot out of the shadow and gripped Strange‟s body, 
then he woke with a gasp to find his dream reality. Deep in 
the shadow, huge red eyes flared. 
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 “He must not be allowed to escape the shadow!” 
Strange gasped. “Or all is lost! I have brought the battle to 
Prime!” 

 “Wasn‟t that the big no-no?” Logan managed as he 
staggered to his feet. 

 “Ha!” shouted Piotr, charging the big white hand and 
slugging it. His fist clanged against the pale putrid hand, with 
no visible effect. He staggered back, shocked. The shadow 
spread. 

 Nightmare hissed, and dozens of shadowy tendrils fired 
out of the shadows and pinned Lock to the shredded wall. 
She struggled, cried out; then they began to drain her life 
force as she writhed in their clutches. Logan sailed in, claws 
whipping out, and he lashed down to sever a number of 
feeding tendrils before he too was caught in their grasp. 

 Piotr stared around looking for Illyana and her sword, 
but she was nowhere to be found. He ran over to Lock and 
Logan, trying to pry them free. The tendrils had no effect on 
him. 

 “I will stop you,” Strange snarled. “This is my home 
dimension. You cannot beat me here.” He gathered himself 
and poured raw savage energy into Nightmare‟s grip. 

 Nightmare laughed. He let Strange feel the energy pour 
into him, then through him and his network. 

 The energy flared into the world of dreams, and Strange 
felt hundreds of sleepers die of sudden heart attacks and 
strokes. He cried out. 

 “You’ve lost, Strange, and now instead of just 
getting you, I get your entire dimension as well,” the 
darkness sneered. In a massive push, Nightmare‟s head 
shoved against the wall of shadow. He was shrinking now, 
his hand holding only Strange‟s chest instead of his entire 
body. “I cannot be stopped by you or by anyone else.” 
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 Strange smiled, his blood bright on his lips. “I can keep 
you in there,” he said, and a binding sealed the shadow. 
Nightmare hissed, snarled, and bucked, but he was trapped. 
“Smash me and it will simply tighten until you die,” Strange 
said. 

 “Try any more tricks and I’ll crush you right now,” 
snarled Nightmare. “Seems we have a standoff. Well, it’s 
over now. I can cheat too,” he grinned viciously, teeth 
visible under the bulge of where his head poked up into the 
shadow net. 

 Valeria gasped, then clutched her head and fell to her 
knees. When she opened her eyes, Nightmare looked out. 

 “No!” Piotr said. He charged Valeria, and she 
sidestepped and crushed a backhand into him that sent him 
through the roof to sail up, out of sight. 

 She rounded on Strange to see Victor in the way, 
unmoving. 

 “You cannot do this,” he said. 

 Her smile was cold. His eyes narrowed and his nostrils 
flared. 

 “You are not Valeria von Doom,” he said, and he raised 
his hands. Twin beams of power shocked out and slammed 
her torso, flinging her back through the wall. He stumbled, 
feeling his left arm go numb. “Must… adjust power feeds,” 
he slurred. 

 As she flew back in, she burst through some of the 
feeder tendrils. She swatted Victor‟s hands to the sides, 
gripped his armor, and tore it like cardboard, ripping a seam 
down the front. 

 As the armor tore off him, he looked into her eyes, eyes 
that were not hers. “Valeria,” he choked, “fight this. Find 
yourself.” His head lolled back, and he said no more. 
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 That which was not Valeria found itself fascinated, for 
just a moment, looking down at the body. She was 
completely mesmerized. Until she shrieked. The tips of three 
claws poked out of her chest. 

 Her eyes rolled back up into her head as her legs failed 
to support her. She sagged to the ground, and only then did 
Logan put his foot on her back and drag his claws out of the 
incredibly dense material of her back. 

 Nightmare threw his head back and howled with gleeful 
laughter, pushing his entire head and shoulders through the 
net as ribs gave in Strange‟s body. 

 “Can‟t—hold it—“ Strange gasped, feeling his grip slide 
off the shadow door as his ribs buckled and cracked. 

 Then the cackle was cut short, and with a resounding 
thud, Nightmare‟s huge head hit the floor. A split-second 
later, gore sprayed up from the severed stump of his neck as 
Illyana leaped away from where she had teleported in behind 
him. 

Her soulsword, flaring with brilliant rage, whipped 
down and took Nightmare‟s hand off at the wrist. Strange 
tumbled free, already employing magics to shove the corpse 
down through the shadow net, sealing it, closing this part of 
reality to protect it from Nightmare‟s return. 

Valeria spun her sword once, then slammed it 
down, pinning Nightmare‟s huge head to the floor of the 
trailer. The head looked oddly like a rotting jack o‟ lantern. 

“It‟s over,” Strange gasped. “We‟ve won.” 

“Victor and Valeria are down,” Illyana said quickly, 
squatting between them.  

“Take them to Latveria,” Strange managed. “Best 
chance… best hospital.” 

“Check,” Illyana said, and the three of them 
vanished in a flash of light. 
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 Lock rose unsteadily and approached Dani. The girl was 
out of her mind with terror, emaciated, barely alive. Lock 
folded her into an embrace. 

 “Ssh,” she said. “The nightmare is over. The sun is 
shining again.” Dani gripped Lock in a startlingly fierce 
clench for a girl as thin as she had become during her coma. 
Lock soothed her mind while whispering words of comfort, 
petting her hair. She gently lowered the girl into real sleep, 
safe and dreamless. 

 Strange approached her, holding his ribs. “Lock,” he 
said softly, “Where is Piotr?” 

 Her eyes unfocused for a moment, then she looked at 
him again. “More angry than injured, coming this way as fast 
as he can run,” she said, almost amused. 

 Strange nodded, then turned to look at Logan. 

 Logan stood looking down at his claws, at the deep red 
stain that spattered up to his knuckles. He looked at Strange.  

 “I‟m so sorry, Doc,” he managed.  

 Strange closed his eyes. “Ssh. It‟s alright.” He looked at 
Logan. “You did what had to be done. You nicked her heart, 
got one lung, but she‟ll live and you missed the spine.” He 
hesitated. “For that I thank you.” 

 Logan slowly retracted his claws, his knuckle flesh 
squeezing the blood off the blades to slowly drip to the floor 
in long strands. “Yeah. I guess.” 

 Strange turned to Lock. “You did well, performing 
beyond all expectation. I appreciate it.” 

 “How much?” she asked. 

 He raised his eyebrows. 

 “How much do you appreciate my help?” she said. 

 “What do you want?” he asked. “If I can assist, I will.” 
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 “I want to be Elizabeth Braddock again,” she said. “I 
have new skills, that‟s true. But I will never get used to what I 
see in the mirror.” 

 “Perhaps something can be arranged,” Strange said 
thoughtfully, nodding. 

 What was left of one end of the trailer was torn off and 
flung out over the desert. “WHERE IS SHE!?” Piotr 
demanded, leaping into the trailer ready to fight. “I demand a 
rematch!” He looked around. “Uh, where is everybody?” 

 Strange cleared his throat. “Illyana took Victor and 
Valeria to Latveria. Logan impaled her on his claws; 
apparently they can cut even her tissue.” 

 “Oh, that‟s better,” Piotr said, half joking. “I‟ll just fight 
him then.” 

 Strange set his jaw, not amused. Piotr looked around. 
“Where is he, anyway?” the big man asked. 

* 

 Logan squatted on the cliff in the blinding sun, looking 
out over the shimmering desert. He didn‟t turn. 

 “See?” he said. “I lived after all. I‟m just grateful. For 
the things I don‟t have to remember.” 

 “I thought you would always be there for me,” Lock 
said quietly. 

 “I was. And I am. And I will be.” He lit a cigar. “That 
don‟t change the hurt. It aint yer fault, or mine either. 
Sometimes things just… work out that way.” He looked out 
over the well-lit void. “Say the word,” he said softly, “I‟ll be 
there.” He swallowed the lump in his throat and took a drag 
on his cigar. 

 “Say the word,” he whispered, “and I‟ll let you go.” 

 He didn‟t have to turn. He could smell, hear, too 
acutely. She was gone, but a single tear was quickly vanishing 
on the thirsty rock. 
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* 

 “Wow,” Illyana said as she stepped out of her disk. 
“Latveria has one hell of a hospital. Turns out Victor had a 
heart attack, almost died. They barely got to him in time. 
He‟ll be okay, they think, but it was close. Valeria is 
stabilized. Turns out Vic had the doctors work up a bunch of 
protocols and so on based on his theories on her physiology. 
He‟s got the only hospital in the world that was ready for 
her.” Illyana looked around. “Where is everybody?” 

 Strange sighed. “Lock isn‟t one for goodbyes,” he said. 
“Please take Dani to the Sanctum. I know a good home for 
her, while she recovers. First she needs to be cleaned up, 
calmed down, nursed back to health.” 

 Piotr returned, stepping up into the trailer, flesh again. 
“I have buried this girl‟s mother in a proper grave. I said 
some words. I can look for Logan if you like.” 

 “No,” Strange said quickly. “No, he needs some time, I 
think. Good work with Frost, by the way. No one else could 
have dispatched him with such ease.” 

 Piotr grinned sheepishly. “Yes. Yes, I was masterful.” 

 “And you,” Strange said, turning and limping to Illyana. 
He looked her in the eye. “I have never been more proud,” 
he said, all misty eyed. “You are a very good apprentice.” 

 She solemnly bowed to her master, then she gave him a 
gentle hug. 

 The four of them were then teleported out, leaving the 
shattered trailer alone with the winds. 

* 

 The sun was going down, the winds slithering sand 
across the deserted road. Logan walked north, alone. His 
loose hair flared and danced in the wind, his scuffed and 
battered leather jacket deflected the sand. He walked with his 
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eyes down, just putting one foot in front of the other. Then 
he looked up, sniffed, and scowled. 

 Up ahead, Illyana stood in a windbreaker and a ballcap 
at the side of the road, just waiting for him. He didn‟t veer 
away or cross the road, he just put his head down and kept 
walking. 

 As he passed her a few minutes later, she fell in step 
beside him, copying his measured, mile-eating stride. For a 
while they walked without a word going between them. 

 “You did good, real good,” Logan managed after a 
while. “Go home.” 

 “In a way, I am,” she said after a moment. “I‟ve missed 
you, Logan.” 

 “Stop it,” he snarled, hoarse. “Git.” 

 “It‟s not that simple,” she said. “I need you, Logan. I 
always have. Deep down inside. You‟ve always been my 
cavalry, sweeping in to the rescue against impossible odds. 
Since the very first time I saw you. When things were at their 
most hopeless, you were there. Each and every time I really 
needed you, for anything, you‟ve been there. Without that,” 
she said with a shrug, “there‟s a big hole in my life. Nothing 
can replace you, Logan. For the last year I‟ve changed. I‟ve 
found myself driven to become a better person.” She paused, 
not looking over at him.  

 “I‟ve felt like I needed to be a better person because 
someday I want to be worthy of your devotion to me. Before 
I threw it away.” She swallowed hard and looked over at him. 
“I want to be for others what you were for me. Logan, you 
may not be my father, but you are my dad. Always will be. I 
want you back,” she said softly. “I swear I will never betray 
you or anyone else ever again.” She blinked rapidly. “Please?” 

 He stopped and looked up at the stars as they began to 
blaze through the fading dome of light. He eventually 

http://home.”/


 

   247 

managed a swallow, and he closed his eyes. Then he turned 
to her and pulled her into a big hug. 

 “Damn, I‟ve missed you,” he whispered. 

 They were quiet, sniffling a bit, for a few long seconds, 
then Logan disentangled himself, brushed himself off, 
snorted, and fished out a cigar. 

 “You ready to head back to New York now?” she 
asked. 

 “No,” he said. “Need to walk a bit first.” He wiped at 
his forehead with his sleeve. 

 They kept walking for a while, watching the sunset flare 
down deeper over the horizon. Logan sniffed, and squinted. 

 Up ahead, casually standing by the road, stood Piotr. He 
wore a backwards baseball cap and bright jams. He waited 
until the other two caught up. 

 “Look at the big happy family!” he boomed, sweeping 
them into a hug. “I officially grant you the last name 
„Rasputin‟,” he said to Logan, “since you seem to have lost 
your own. So there is no more confusion.” 

 “I‟ll have Stark put that on my paycheck,” Logan 
muttered. 

 “We are brothers!” Piotr said enthusiastically. 

 “Not a chance, bub,” Logan said. He grinned around 
his cigar. “I‟m Illyana‟s dad. You‟re Illyana‟s brother. So that 
makes me yer dad too.” He took a long drag on the cigar. 
“Junior. No escapin it now.” He grinned from ear to ear. 

 Piotr slapped his forehead and groaned. 

 “Gonna teach ya ta like mash, too,” Logan continued, 
merciless. 

 “I am beginning to see this was a bad idea,” Piotr said 
to Illyana, who simply beamed. “Is there no end to the 
torment?” 
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 Illyana rolled her eyes. “Let‟s just get on with it,” she 
said, and they stepped home. 
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Sealed Chapters 
 

February 19 

 The door opened, and the young man strolled in 
pushing a narrow cart. “Good morning,” he said in his 
charming European accent. “Your breakfast, madam.” He 
smiled broadly at her. 

 As a nurse became unobtrusive, the young woman with 
chin-length hair blinked at her server. “Victor,” she said, 
blinking in bed. “You shouldn‟t be up and around yet.” 

 “Bah,” he said, putting her breakfast on a tray. “I feel 
eighty percent. Yes, about that. More than enough 
recuperation to bring you breakfast,” he said with a genuine 
smile, turning with the tray. On it was a long stemmed rose, 
bacon and eggs, and a bowl of steaming porridge. 

 She eased herself up to a seated position. “What is 
today?” she said as she adjusted the tray on her lap. 

 “Wednesday,” Victor said. She blinked at him. 
“February nineteenth,” he elaborated. “The second week 
anniversary of your impromptu visit.” 

 “That‟s way too soon to be out of bed after a heart 
attack,” Valeria said. 

 “Perhaps,” Victor shrugged. “Let me worry about that. 
You enjoy your breakfast.” 

 A huge man shouldered into the room behind Victor. 
“We are making him use a cane,” the big man said, his voice 
rolling out of his chest and taking its time on the way out his 
mouth.  

 Victor glanced back over his shoulder. “Yes,” he said, 
plucking a silver and black cane from the cart. “A cane. So 
you see I am well cared for. And how are you?” 
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 She sighed as she picked up her fork. “Well, I‟m not 
bleeding every time I sit up now,” she said. “That‟s a definite 
improvement.” She looked over at him. “Two weeks.” She 
shook her head. “I don‟t think I ever thanked you for saving 
my life.” 

 “Think nothing of it,” Victor said with a wave of his 
hand. “I was next door with troubles of my own. It is 
Illyana‟s ambulance service and the work of my fine doctors 
that you have to thank. And even with all that, the only 
reason you can talk right now is your amazing recuperative 
powers. I am relieved, and I have all the thanks I need, to see 
you mending so speedily.” He hesitated. “You need your 
rest. We can talk later.” He smiled at her briefly, then turned 
and walked to the door as Boris stepped out of his way. 

* 

 “He is such a sweetie,” the blonde young woman said 
dreamily as she gazed into her scrying crystal. “Okay, enough 
of my little soap opera for now.” She hopped up, her cloven 
hooves clicking on the stone slab. She bounded off and 
jogged to the bed she had created for herself in her 
underspace. “Damn nine hour time difference,” she 
grumbled as she crawled under the covers. “Night boys,” she 
called. 

 “Night boss,” grunted one of the demons that hunched 
around her bed, standing guard through the night. 

* 

 The thin man walked into the guest bedroom and sat on 
the bed next to the young woman. She was ready to go to 
sleep.  

 “Well, Dani, do you think you have the prayer down?” 
he said. 

 She looked up at him. “I feel really weird doing this, 
Doctor,” she said. 
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 He nodded. “It will feel a bit odd at first. But you‟ll 
have to trust me. It‟s what I do each and every night before I 
go to sleep. It‟s a prayer, if you will, to protect your dreams 
from invasion.” 

 “Wasn‟t the creature that was using me beheaded?” 
Dani said hesitantly. 

 “Oh yes,” Strange nodded. “But it simply used a head 
to… reflect us,” he said. “That creature was defeated and 
pushed out of Prime, but it‟s not gone. No. Nightmare will 
go and sulk for maybe a year, maybe a decade, maybe a 
century. Then return. These things work in cycles, we simply 
bought ourselves some time.” 

 Dani shivered. “Okay, let me see if I have this right,” 
she said. She performed the simple incantation, and the 
doctor nodded. 

 “Very good,” he said. “Do that before each time you go 
to sleep and you‟ll be safe from here out.” He stood and 
walked to the door. 

 “Doctor Strange?” the teenager in the bed said 
hesitantly. He turned.  

 “Yes?” 

 “What… what am I going to do now?” Her large brown 
eyes were worried. She bit her lip. 

 Strange returned to the bedside and sat down. “I have a 
friend who may be willing to look after you and keep you 
safe. Unless, of course, you have friends or relatives you‟d 
rather return to?” 

 She shuddered involuntarily. “Not anymore,” she said, 
her eyes haunted. “Not after… that dream.” 

 Strange nodded and touched her forehead. “It takes 
time,” he said. “Ssh, and tonight I promise you peaceful 
dreams.” 

* 
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 The early morning sun was burning away the thin mist, 
and the village was already bustling. Victor strolled down the 
walk, his cane in one hand and the strawberry blonde woman 
at his side, arm linked with his elbow. She was smiling, taking 
deep breaths and looking around. 

 “They‟ve missed you,” Victor said. As they walked into 
the village the word spread like wildfire, but the people had 
been told not to rush the recovering couple. A few at a time, 
they approached. 

 A little girl scampered up to Victor‟s escort. “You are 
Valeria, yes?” she said in accented English. 

 Valeria smiled. “Yes, little one.” 

 “My mum wants me to grow up to be like you,” the 
little girl said with a shy grin. “I made you this.” She handed 
Valeria a braided bracelet with stone and wood beads. “So it 
won‟t fall off if you fly, and you remember us.” 

 “Thank you,” Valeria said, touching the child‟s head and 
taking the bracelet. “I‟ll put it on now.” She slipped it on her 
wrist, and the grinning child retreated to her smiling mother. 
Victor steered them on. 

 At the corner, a small group had assembled to sing a 
song of greeting. Valeria heard other snatches of song 
drifting from the village. 

 “They want to rush you and put you up on their 
shoulders for saving the world, treating you to a parade and 
feast,” Victor said wryly, “but they respect my wishes to 
allow us the freedom to just walk about until you‟re feeling 
better.” 

 “I‟m not sure we should test their restraint,” Valeria 
said as she watched villagers gather at a discreet distance, 
beaming, watching the couple. She couldn‟t help but smile. 

 “That‟s one reason I chose this walk,” Victor said. 
Ahead she saw a weeping willow. Victor ducked between its 
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whips, and she followed. She saw a bench in the midst of the 
tree‟s curtain. 

 “Very nice,” she said, arching an eyebrow at him. He 
shrugged. 

 “The villagers seem to like it,” he said airily enough. He 
sat down. “And I really, really don‟t want Boris to see me 
using this cane.” He was pale, but his smile was strong. 

 She sat down with him, and for a moment they just sat 
breathing, waiting for their blood to return to its normal pace 
through their bodies. 

 “You look happy,” Victor noted. “But something is 
wrong. What?” 

 “We‟re about to have The Conversation again,” Valeria 
said, her voice subdued. “You‟re going to ask me to stay, I‟m 
going to say I‟m not ready, you‟re going to make some 
dramatic offer and I‟m going to have to refuse it for the 
moment.” She sighed. “It‟s a lovely day, I‟m having a grand 
time, and I‟m just not up for it.” She turned to look at him. 
“The world is safe. For now. That‟s your cue.” 

 He looked at her for a long moment, then smiled to 
himself. “You are, perhaps, approaching all powerful. But 
you are not yet all knowing.” He smiled. “I actually had 
something else in mind.” 

 “What‟s that?” she asked. 

 “A kiss,” he said, mostly serious. “And perhaps lunch. 
After all, it is easier to offer the lips than the heart. And it 
would do wonders to speed my recovery.” 

 She shook her head, looking at him with a small smile. 
She extended her hand to him, and he stood and helped her 
up. She stepped into his reach, and for a long moment they 
just stood face to face. 

 She leaned forward, eyes closed, and he put his arm 
around her shoulders and pulled her close. He pressed his 
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lips to hers, surprised by their coolness, and they were close 
for a moment. Then she stepped back, and smiled at him. 

 “Now lunch?” she said. 

* 

 Illyana popped the microwave open and pulled out her 
bowl of steaming instant oatmeal. “Yum,” she said, putting 
the hot bowl on the table and perching on the chair, her 
cloven hooves clicking on the seat. She blew on the oatmeal 
and fanned it with her hand. Then she stopped and looked 
up. 

 Dani stood in the doorway to the kitchen. She wore a 
long night shirt and slippers. Her smooth black hair was a bit 
tousled, her olive skinned face narrow and emphasizing her 
large brown eyes. She smiled experimentally at Illyana. 
Something haunted remained in her eyes. 

 “Morning, sleepyhead,” Illyana said with a grin. “I just 
finished your oatmeal. How did you sleep?” She hopped off 
the chair and turned to the cupboards. 

 “Good, better than ever,” Dani said as she walked to 
the chair and sat down. 

 With practiced ease, Illyana tore open another packet of 
instant oatmeal, poured the meal in a bowl, slung in the right 
amount of water, quickly stirred, and tossed it in the 
microwave. She perched on another chair, looking at Dani. 

 “After a long time away it‟s really hard to come back to 
Prime. You know, Earth. Everybody else‟s real world,” she 
said with a grin. “Nothing‟s quite the way it looked when you 
left. Believe me, I know.” 

 Dani nodded, a little wide eyed. Illyana glanced down, 
then cleared her throat. “Oh, scuse me,” she said, hopping 
off the chair. Her legs twisted and bent, then she had normal 
knees and feet. “Sorry about that. I forget.” She sat on the 
chair. 
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 “You have a fresh chance and a fresh perspective,” 
Illyana said. “That‟s Strange‟s gift to the stranger.” 

 “So,” Dani said, hesitant, “do you know what he plans 
to do with me? I‟ve tried to get my health back for the last 
two weeks, but all I know is that Strange is going to send me 
to live with one of his friends.” 

 “Only if you agree,” Illyana said. “I think she‟s coming 
for dinner tonight.” 

 “Oh, that‟s handy,” Dani said. 

 “She lives in L.A., I think,” Illyana said. 

 “Why is Strange doing this?” Dani asked, lowering her 
voice and looking into Illyana‟s eyes. “Why is he helping me? 
I have nothing to give him.” 

 Illyana smiled. “It‟s what he does,” she said simply. The 
microwave beeped. 

* 

 Strange finished pouring the powder in a circle. He 
regarded the prepared book, the brazier, the parchment, the 
quill. He sighed, then shrugged off his red coat. It drifted to 
his chair and draped across it. Strange walked over to a 
drawer he seldom opened, and he looked at it for a few 
seconds before pulling it open. 

 He brushed the dust off the heavy blue tunic he pulled 
from the drawer. He let it unfold, holding the shoulders. The 
tunic was interwoven with a pale blue symbol of protection. 
He slung it over his arm, and pulled out the black tights. His 
eyes were far away and long ago as he pulled out the gold 
sash. He looked down at the tan gloves with the black spots 
on the forearms. 

 “Soon all will be in readiness,” he said quietly to 
himself. “I hope,” he added softly. 

* 
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 A quiet knock hit the door, and then it opened. Valeria 
looked up from the chair where she was reading. 

 “Come in,” she said. Victor strolled in to the room, 
glancing around. 

 There were planters full of greenery, even trees moved 
into the three story room. The slanting roof and the walls 
were all windows, pointed to the south to get the most sun 
all day. He jogged down a few steps to join her where she 
was sitting. 

 “This is a beautiful room, Victor,” Valeria said as she 
glanced around. 

 “It was built for you,” he said simply. “In case you ever 
decided to visit again.” Before she could respond, he put his 
case on the table and popped the latches. “I‟ve been getting 
out of practice with my music,” he said. “I had an itch to play 
this afternoon, and I was wondering if you would provide me 
with an audience.” He smiled. 

 “I suppose,” she said, closing her book and setting it 
aside. 

 Victor nodded, then tucked the fiddle under his chin. 
He swiftly tuned it, then he spun out a sweet and lilting song, 
full of spice and faraway. It was not a long effort. His bow 
rested. 

 She clapped, her eyes warm. “I don‟t suppose you could 
get me a fiddle too?” she said. 

 “Certainly,” Victor said with a nod. He looked at the 
nurse, and she quickly left the room. 

 “You know,” she said thoughtfully, “in spite of myself, 
I did miss you.” 

 “Well,” he observed wryly, “I am irresistible after all.” 

 They looked into each other‟s eyes, then the nurse 
returned with a fiddle. Valeria stood. 
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 “Thank you,” she said, taking the fiddle. She tuned it, 
taking a bit more time at it than Victor had. He raised an 
eyebrow. 

 “You play?” he said. 

 “You tell me,” she replied, and she set the bow to the 
strings. Dipping her shoulder in time, just slightly, she fiddled 
a short reel. 

 His eyes were large, and a grin threatened. “And a tune 
of the Rom more or less.” 

 “It‟s all I could remember of it,” she said, “all that was 
within my talents.” Their eyes met. “The tune you bewitched 
me with, to make me dance.” 

 “I knew you felt it to,” Victor breathed. “That night. 
When the entire world folded up around the edges of our 
firelight so we were all that was left, all that mattered.” 

 “What you have here is very special,” Valeria said 
slowly. 

 Victor opened his mouth, then just smiled. “Yes,” he 
said. “Yes it is. Shall we play? You play that again, and we‟ll 
see what I can do.” 

 She played the simple tune, none too fast. Victor 
listened to it once through, eyes closed. Then he tucked his 
fiddle to his chin and joined in. 

 His music swirled around hers, as she continued 
steadfast and even his fiddling took off from that foundation 
and spiraled into flights of fancy, never losing touch with her 
tune. Their eyes met as their unsung voices twined through 
space. 

* 

 Dani and Illyana slung through the door, followed by a 
gust of February air. They were laughing. Illyana plopped 
down on the bench and pried off her shoes as Dani shucked 
her coat. 
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 “Okay, jogging once around the block is a good start,” 
Illyana said. “I hate jogging.” 

 “I used, to run, for miles,” Dani said, fighting for air. 
“Just a little, out of shape.” 

 Illyana stopped and looked up to the top of the stairs. 
She saw Strange, in his tunic with the sash belting it on, his 
tights, his gloves. He looked down at her. 

 “Um,” Illyana said. “Dani, can you be on your own this 
morning?” she said. “Something‟s up.” 

 “Sure,” Dani said, and she headed for the parlor. 

 Illyana looked back at the top of the stairs, but Strange 
was gone. 

 “Ooookay,” Illyana said. She shrugged off her coat and 
headed up the stairs after Strange. She got to the hallway 
outside the Sanctum and she stopped. He stood facing her. 

 “Master?” she said uncertainly. 

 “It is time,” he intoned, “for your Recital.” 

 Her eyes popped wide open. “Holy cow,” she muttered. 
“I‟ll go get ready.” 

 “No,” he said, his voice hard. “There is never time to 
get ready. You must always be ready.” He turned and entered 
the Sanctum Sanctorum. 

 “Yes Master,” she said with a nod. She followed. 

 The door swung shut behind them. 

* 

 Valeria slowly moved through the kata, breathing, 
feeling her breath and her energy flow through her wounded 
body. Very slowly, she worked through the pattern of moves, 
strikes, steps, breaths, spins. The fading light of day cast the 
room in brilliantly lit surfaces and deeply cast shadows. 
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 Gradually she spun to a stop, her mind on the masked 
teacher who had given her discipline what felt like a lifetime 
ago. 

 Her eyes drifted open and she saw Victor standing at 
the edge of her circle, with eyes that were only for her. She 
stood up straight. 

 “You‟re almost ready to go,” Victor observed. He 
nodded to himself. “Almost healed well enough to leave. A 
few more days, at most.” He tried to smile, then nodded 
curtly and turned to go. 

 Valeria found nothing to say to stop him. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Victor left the room, then took to the winding stairs. 
Up and up, until the stairs curled tightly within one of the 
palace‟s spires. Victor approached the top of the stairs, and 
the single guard stood aside to let him pass. He opened the 
narrow door and stepped inside. 

 The room was full of the reek of illness. It slapped him 
in a wave as he knelt at the bed side of an old crone. 

 “Mother,” he said in the voice of the Rom, “how are 
you this afternoon?” 

 “Evening, it is evening, it grows dark,” she croaked. She 
fought for breath. “It is not good,” she hissed. “The fey, the 
creature, has stolen your eyes and heart. Without them you 
will become nothing but a hungry spirit. You must get rid of 
her—before—too late” she lost coherence as coughs welled 
up and burst out of her chest. 

 Victor soothed her, and she gripped his arm with 
uncomfortable strength. “My time is almost out, boy,” she 
gasped out. “You will live to see me buried. The curse has 
weakened. Perhaps it can finally be broken. I am proud of 
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you. Do not let the witch destroy everything you have 
preserved.” 

 “But I love her,” Victor protested gently. 

 The old woman sank back into her filthy bed, her eyes 
vibrating with intensity. Drool seeped from a corner of her 
ruined mouth. Her eyes were spiteful and vicious. 

 “Love someone else,” she whispered. 

* 

 The front door swung open and a young man poked his 
head in. He rapped on the door with his knuckle as he 
stepped in, his overgrown blonde hair tousled by the winter 
wind. He heaved the solid door shut and stood in the quiet 
of the foyer. “Hello?” he said. “Strange?” He strolled into the 
parlor. 

 “Oh,” Dani said, looking up. “Hello.” 

 The young man froze in his tracks, eyes locked open. 
He clenched his eyes shut, and stood breathing hard for a 
moment. 

 “Are… you… okay?” Dani asked. “Who are you?” 

 “Doug,” he gritted out. “Fine. Strange?” 

 “He‟s upstairs, he‟s busy with Illyana,” Dani said, 
worried. 

 “Tell him I stopped by,” Doug said. “Must go.” He 
turned, eyes still shut, and headed for the foyer. 

 Dani looked after him, puzzled, then she shrugged and 
returned to her reading. 

* 

 Strange stood quietly. “Your foundational knowledge is 
firm,” he declared. Illyana stood panting, trembling, 
exhausted. The powder circle around her hooves looked as 
though a breeze had blown out from the apprentice, dusting 
the surrounding floor but leaving the inner circle clear. 
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 “You have passed the first Test,” Strange said. “I now 
pronounce you an Initiate.” He bowed deeply. “Tamam 
Shud,” he said. 

 She bowed also. “Tamam Shud,” she echoed. Her legs 
were unsteady as she moved to a chair and collapsed. Her 
breathing was rapid and light. 

 Strange smiled to himself. “As an initiate,” he said, “I 
have arranged for a graduation gift.” He walked to a shelf 
and picked up a puzzle case. He turned, and approached his 
initiate. He put the case on her lap. 

 She looked down at the case, then up at him. She half 
smiled. Then she opened her hand, and passed it over the 
case slowly. She let herself sense it, let a Knowing drift across 
it. Then she touched it in three places. The latches popped 
and the case opened. 

 Strange smiled. 

 She reached into the case and pulled out a pile of thick, 
peculiar cloth. She shook it out; it was a long gray cloak. 

 “Cool!” she said. 

 “It is the work of Enitharmon the Weaver,” Strange 
said. “I had it commissioned for you. It will allow you to 
choose to be unseen, when you wish.” 

 She slung it over her shoulders. “Good weight,” she 
said with a nod. “Good balance. I love the way the fabric 
feels.” She looked at Strange then gave him a hug. “Thank 
you!” she said. 

 He disentangled himself with a chuckle. “That‟s not 
quite all,” he said. “Here.” He offered her a metal square, 
with a peculiar border. She took it reverently, feeling a tingle 
as it touched her hand. 

 “That is the amulet that the Ancient One gave to me 
when I moved from apprentice to journeyman in the craft,” 
Strange said. “A version of it, anyway. It isn‟t the Eye by any 
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means, but it should prove useful if you get yourself in a tight 
spot.” 

 She looked at him, eyes shining. She quickly affixed the 
amulet to the throat of the cloak, and then she turned swiftly, 
and the cloak flared around her, then settled over her form as 
her eyes burned a bit.  

 “Totally, and I do mean thoroughly, cool,” she said. 

 Strange hesitated for a moment. “Have a seat,” he said. 
He sat in a throne-like chair, and she perched on a stool, the 
cloak falling around her and the stool so it appeared that she 
was larger, and standing. 

 “When I was first released to find my way, independent 
of the Ancient One, my mystic knowledge was only 
marginally better than yours. I had to fake it a lot. I learned 
confidence and tactics by being continually thrust into 
situations that were out of my depth. I struggled to triumph 
anyway, for the protection of others.” He stopped, a faint 
smile on his lips. 

 “Unlike the Ancient One, I am not old and frail. I will 
be here if you need me, just as he was there for me when I 
needed him. I have strength that he did not. But all this is 
just my roundabout way of saying that you‟ve earned my 
trust. I‟m ready to teach you more powerful invocations and 
give you more freedom to use what you have learned.” 

 “What if I get proficient with the more powerful 
incantations,” Illyana said breathlessly, eyes bright. 

 “Then,” he said slowly, “we move to Earth Magics.” 

 “Whoa,” she said. She bowed deeply from her crouched 
position. When she raised her head again there were tears in 
her eyes. “I‟ve never earned anything like this.” She looked at 
the amulet. “I‟ve never been given anything like this.” 

 Strange stood, and tugged her off her stool. She landed 
on her hooves. He pulled her into a quick hug, then held her 
at arms length. “Giving people second chances is a terrible 
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risk,” he said quietly, looking into her eyes. “It can pay off in 
ways you never imagined. As you get closer to being a 
sorceress in your own right, remember that.” A ghost of a 
smile crossed his face. “Or surround yourself with people 
who will remind you.” 

 She nodded.  

 Then the moment was over.  

 “I gotta tell the boys,” she said. “If you need me I‟ll 
prob‟ly be at Luckee‟s Pizza.” She stopped and blinked. “I 
mean, am I dismissed?” 

 Strange smiled, and waved. She turned and bounced out 
of the room, looking almost like she had her own cloak of 
levitation. Strange watched her go, then closed his eyes and 
remembered his graduation. 

 “This is better,” he murmured. Then he picked up a 
broom and dustpan. 

* 

 Valeria adjusted her silk pajamas and padded to her bed. 
The thick comforter was already turned down. The heavy 
windows were obscured by solid drapes. Valeria sat on the 
bed. 

 “Please do not go,” came a thick, heavy voice from the 
shadows. Valeria glanced up, startled, to see that Boris was 
still in her room. 

 “What?” she said. 

 “Please do not go,” Boris repeated. “You have only 
been here twice, so I will tell you something you could not 
have seen. I raised Victor from when he was a child. He has 
always been determined, angry at fate for taking the men of 
his line and leaving him alone with this responsibility. But he 
shouldered it like a man.” Boris paused. “I am very proud of 
him.” He took a few steps out into the light of the room. 



 

264 

 Valeria looked him over, realizing that to her he had 
become part of the scenery, just as he was to Victor. She 
didn‟t like that realization. 

 He ran a hand through his thick white hair. “Let us 
speak plainly. I have known many of the von Doom line. All 
were remarkable. None were like Victor. When you left it 
tore out his heart. He has been in an all-consuming race to 
get it back since. I thought he was lost to us, on the way to 
madness. But now, with you here, I see him more complete 
than he has ever been. You are what he has been searching 
for his whole life, he just did not know it until he met you.” 
Boris bowed his head. “It… warms an old man. Please do 
not go.” 

 Valeria stood. “You do realize,” she said softly, “I‟m 
not human. I doubt I could give him an heir to this kingdom. 
Besides, he needs to marry one with gypsy blood, so he 
doesn‟t break tradition.” She moved to Boris and put her 
hand on his forearm. “I have stolen his imagination, not his 
heart.” 
 Boris slowly shook hi shead. “I have said more than I 
dare already,” he said. “I am simply a servant.” He pursed his 
lips. “But I am right.” He turned and walked out of the 
room, closing the door behind himself. 

 Valeria lay down on the bed. 

 But she did not sleep. 

* 

 Dani finished making herself a sandwich and she 
turned, then gasped as she saw Strange in the doorway. He 
smiled. 

 “Sorry,” he said. “I forget sometimes to make noise 
when I move. I was wondering if you‟d be comfortable 
meeting a friend of mine for dinner. Her name is Elsbeth 
Montessi. I think she can keep you safe and help you find 
your place in this world better than I.” 
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 “I can‟t really say no, can I,” Dani said. 

 “You could,” Strange shrugged. “I wouldn‟t mind 
taking Elsbeth out to dinner on the town at a nice restaurant. 
However, I feel somewhat responsible for helping you find a 
place in this world after your role in saving it.” 

 “Fair enough,” Dani said. “I would be delighted to meet 
Ms. Montessi.” 

 “Excellent,” Strange smiled. “Want to help cook?” 

 “Where‟s Illyana?” Dani asked. 

 “Out celebrating with some friends. She did well on a 
test.” 

 “Gotcha,” Dani said. 

 “Tell you what,” Strange said. “You can pick the 
menu.” 

 Dani cocked an eyebrow at him. “You don‟t have the 
ingredients for what I want to make,” she said. 

 “Oh, you might be surprised,” Strange said, his smile 
mysterious. 

* 

 Strange opened the door to greet the slim, well-dressed 
woman standing on his steps. “Elsbeth, it‟s good to see you. 
Really good to see you.” 

 “I‟m pleased you survived, Stephen,” she replied in her 
cultured voice. She smiled at him. “Outstanding work as 
usual.” 

 He escorted the stately brunette into his home, took her 
hat and purse and gloves. “I suppose coming to dinner at 
your place is like what I had in mind,” she said, glancing 
around. “Business always seems to get in the way.” 

 “This one is special,” Strange said quietly. “You‟ll see.” 
They entered the kitchen. 
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 Dani was just finishing up putting the beans, rice, meat, 
and tortillas on the table. She looked up, looking every 
month sixteen years old. She smiled at Elsbeth. 

 “I am Elsbeth Montessi,” the guest said. “You must be 
Danielle Moonstar.” 

 They sat down to a perfectly lovely dinner. 

* 

 Hours later, Montessi was gone, and Strange was 
running dishwater. The door slammed, and shoes and a coat 
clattered to their places in the hall. Strange smiled to himself. 

 Illyana trotted into the kitchen, hooves clacking. “God 
it feels good to get rid of those feet,” she said. “Where‟s 
Dani?” 

 “She‟s upstairs resting,” Strange said. He looked over at 
Illyana. “How did it go?” 

 “Good,” Illyana said firmly as she found a dishtowel. 
“Those goofballs. They challenged the whole bar to a darts 
contest. Logan won, so just when we thought we‟d downed 
as much pizza as we could eat, he wins us this large supreme. 
Between the three of us we somehow managed to polish it 
off. I don‟t think I‟m going to eat for a week.” She grinned. 
“So how‟d the Montessi encounter go?” 

 “It isn‟t polite to scry on people,” Strange said. He was 
quiet for a minute. “I went to Enitharmon and asked him to 
reweave my very essence so I could survive the trip to the 
Deep Oracle. When I revived I didn‟t know what I‟d 
learned.” He started dunking dishes into the hot dishwater, 
paying attention to the simple task. 

 “Now I know. The Oracle gave me the knowing of who 
to choose, the group that would be the specific key to unlock 
the puzzle of Nightmare‟s attack. And that‟s all we get,” he 
said, looking over at Illyana. “Keys. If you do your very best 
and give it everything you have, the keys will be there and all 
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you have to do is figure out how to use them against the 
locks you face.” 

 He looked back down into the dishwater as he polished 
a fork. “You‟re the only one I‟ve told about the Deep 
Oracle.” 

 She looked at him, amazed. Then she started drying 
dishes and putting them away. “I don‟t know what to say,” 
she said. “A magician just told me how he did his trick. Do 
you want me to keep this secret?” 

 He smiled at her. “I want you to use this secret,” he said. 
“Discretion is a great part of the training to be a sorcerer. 
There are times when a secret has an incredible potential to 
improve a situation. So use the resources at hand. But don‟t 
squander them.” 

 She nodded. “I think I‟m beginning to get it,” she said. 

 “That‟s good,” Strange replied with a wry smile. “We‟re 
running out of dishes.” 

* 

 Valeria finished tying the scarf in her hair. She turned to 
see Victor in the doorway. 

 “Good morning,” he said formally.  He walked up to 
her, and handed her a phone. 

 “What‟s this?” she said. 

 “I‟ve programmed the phone, so you don‟t have to 
worry about country codes and so on. Strange is pound one. 
Right now it‟s nine hours earlier in the States, so about ten at 
night.” He shrugged. “Strange is probably up. You‟ve healed 
well,” he added. He smiled, a much more convincing version 
than the one he had tried last night. 

 Valeria slowly took the phone, looking at it. Then she 
looked at Victor. She turned away from him and hit the 
speed dial. The phone rang twice. 
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 “Hey,” came a woman‟s voice on the other end. 
“You‟ve reached a really, really Strange residence, Illyana 
speaking.” 

 Valeria smiled. “Hello,” she said. 

 “Doc! It‟s Valeria!” Illyana said on the other end. 
“Great news! I‟m an initiate now! And how goes the, uh, 
recovery?” she asked slyly. 

 “Hello,” Strange‟s voice came through as Valeria shook 
her head. 

 “Hello, Strange,” Valeria said.  

 Victor quietly seated himself, fastidiously adjusting his 
suit, unable to be still, checking his cufflinks. 

 “I assume there‟s no problem if I stay in Latveria for a 
while,” Valeria said coolly. 

 Half a world away, Strange smiled. “No problem at all,” 
he said. “Take the time you need.” He paused. “All the time 
you need.” 

 Something passed between them, and Valeria smiled. 

 “I‟ll stay in touch, Doctor,” she said.  

 “I appreciate that,” he replied. After a moment, he said, 
“Be happy.” 

 “Yes Doctor,” she said with a smile. She hung up the 
phone and turned to look at Victor. 

 He sat absolutely stunned. 

 “All I wanted,” she said softly, “was to be given the 
opportunity to decide to return your affection, instead of 
simply agreeing with you.” 

 In that profound moment, Victor‟s despair turned to 
hope once again. “So,” he said softly, “you‟ll stay?” 

 “I… I can‟t… marry you, Victor,” she said. “But I will 
stay for a while.” She smiled. “Consider it a courtship.” 
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 “An opportunity,” he said with a broad grin. He was on 
his feet in a moment. 

 They gently embraced each other, both still wounded. 

 Valeria did not let go of the phone. 

* 

 “Aw, that‟s cool, that totally sucks,” Illyana said as 
Strange hung up the phone. “Damn. She better never fumble 
that dreamboat, or I‟m making my play for Prince 
Charming.” She rolled her eyes as Strange raised his 
eyebrows. “ANYWAY, I‟m going to go get some sleep. It‟s 
been a long day.” She left the room and jogged up the stairs. 

 Strange stood looking at the phone for a long moment. 
Then he turned to look at the doorway. 

 Dani stood watching him. 

 “Hello,” he said. 

 “I like her,” Dani said. “Elsbeth, Ms. Montessi. There‟s 
something… different about me, isn‟t there?” 

 “Yes,” Strange nodded. “There always was. But your 
nightmare seized on it and changed it from potential to a 
reality of sorts.” He paused. “The time will come for you to 
find out more about that. Elsbeth will help you, watch over 
you, keep you safe. She can.” 

 “Thank you,” Dani said. “Thank you for giving me a 
chance.” 

 “And thank you,” Strange said, his mind far away, “for 
taking it.” 
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Overhaul 
 

February 20 

 Director Nick Fury strode down the rubber-matted 
corridor, his mind absorbed in the duties of the day. First on 
the agenda, there was a fact finding team sent by Congress to 
check on some expenditure reports for a base that did not in 
fact exist; all those funds had been siphoned to the Project 
and its interests. There were a number of ways to handle this, 
but the matter required a bit of delicacy. 

Then there was the matter of the air filters; damn 
things still didn't work right. Techs muttered something 
about the gill system being completely insane and 
unworkable, but they didn't have a better idea, so the 
underwater facility limped along using supplementary air 
systems in the most vulnerable areas. Fury took a deep 
breath, less appalled by the metallic tang and oily feel of the 
air than most of the others at the base. His sensibilities were 
not as delicate. 

Next week the report on field testing of plasma 
weapons was due; Fury mulled over whether or not to use 
them in just one more mission before the report or whether 
to simply rely on the results from the African missions of the 
last month. 

 Fury reached the door to his office and punched in the 
code. He stepped forward. 

 The door did not open. 

 Fury stopped, puzzled. He stepped back and punched 
in the code again. The light on the panel remained red. 
Great. Item sixty eight on today's glitch list. He poked the 
code on the keypad that opened a channel to the facilities 
team. 



 

   271 

 "Workstation, how may we help you?" burbled the 
polite voice. 

 "Fury," he growled. "Door's stuck." 

 "I'm afraid you have an invalid code, sir." 

 "What?" he said, astonished. "I'm the blazing Director! I 
know my own code!" 

 The line went dead. Fury gritted his teeth, punching in 
the code one more time. The panel remained unmoved. 

 "I'm gonna get that tech's number," Fury growled, "and 
he's gonna have a real bad day." 

 "Perhaps I can help," said a smooth voice behind him. 
Fury looked up as Raven Darkholme walked past him and 
punched in a door code. 

 The door opened. 

 Fury squinted at her back as she walked into his office. 
He followed warily as she settled herself at his desk and 
started typing on his console. He looked around. 

 "Where's my stuff?" he said belligerently as he saw that 
the art on the walls was different. 

 Darkholme finished typing and sat with her fingers 
steepled, looking at Fury. Behind her, the wall vidscreen lit 
up. A blonde man looked at Fury, larger than life. 

 Fury felt cold as he looked at the screen. 

 "Hello, Fury," Alex said cheerfully. "You're retired. 
Raven Darkholme is the new commanding officer of the 
Project. You have a twelve hour head start. Raven, give the 
man his retirement present." 

 Fury tensed for combat, but Darkholme simply put a 
box on the desk and cranked it open. 

 Inside was a cheap gold watch. Raven smiled at him 
coldly, drinking in his expression. Fury stood trembling with 
a mix of emotions, determined not to give her the 
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satisfaction of an outburst. He snatched the watch off the 
desk. 

 "This isn't over," he gritted out. Alex smiled indulgently. 

 "We'll see about that," he said. "Goodbye, Fury. Clock's 
ticking." 

 Nick Fury turned and stormed out of the office, headed 
for the sub bay. His mind reeled with what just happened. 

 "Life is sudden," he muttered, clamping a cigar between 
his teeth. He lit it as he walked, no smoking sign be damned. 
At least he didn‟t have to figure out a fix for the air filters 
now… 

* 

 Darkholme turned to face the picture of Alex on the 
view screen behind her. She smiled, shifting to his favorite. 
Her hair reddened, her chest filled out a bit, and her face 
took on the roundish full lines of a voluptuous temptress. 

 "Are you up for dinner tonight?" Alex asked with a 
crooked grin.  

 "You know I'd love to," she replied, "but I've got an 
appointment already. Besides, there is much to do to get the 
Project up to specs. You're bringing me a very special 
present, and I'm going to want to play with my new toys." 

 "What about later?" Alex said. "What about… 
midnight?" His eyes traveled her, and he licked his lips. 
Darkholme just smiled. 

 "Well, if you're going to be persuasive," she said, giving 
him a look that set his hair on end with desire. 

 "I assure you I am," Alex said. He smiled. 

 She smiled at him, then nodded, then cut the 
transmission. She sighed and shook her head as she spun 
around in the chair and punched in a code that no one else in 
the world knew. She turned back to the screen and got down 
on her knees, lowering her head. 
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 The connection was made. "All is in readiness," she said 
in a humble voice. "Shall I continue with the plan?" 

 "The secrets you requested are being brought to you by 
Alex," came the deep voice from the screen, a voice that 
slithered through the room and left it cold. "I expect you to 
take full advantage of your… promotion." The voice 
chuckled. "It is time for the next step." 

 "Good," she said, raising her glittering eyes to look into 
his. "I was getting bored." 

* 

 Fury glanced at the digital clock in the dashboard. Ten 
a.m. So he had ten hours to go before the Project tracked 
him down. 

 As the sleek black helicopter streaked to the west, Fury 
felt the tension ease in his shoulders. He felt a certain surreal 
tinge; he was supposed to be on a conference call with a 
certain Green Beret that was in the Project's pay and had 
something important to pass on. The call was to start five 
minutes ago. A slow smile crept across his face. That's not 
his problem now. 

 But there was the paltry question of survival. Fury 
glanced in the back of the chopper. It was fairly well stocked. 
He wouldn't go quietly. At least he was armed. 

 He absently wondered if the chopper would explode 
when the twelve hours were up. That would be very like 
them. Raven most likely used her authority to rig explosives 
and a detonator in all the craft. Just shooting him would be 
too simple. She loved her games. Fury set his jaw. That 
would most likely be the end of her. Someday. 

 As he looked out at the distant line of the mountains, 
his thoughts rolled over and over. Who could he call? Who 
could he go to in this time? He thought of Geraint, and a 
ghost of sympathy moved him. He suddenly had much 
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greater understanding of the man. Then he thought of Forge, 
of McTaggart, a handful of others. 

 He realized he had been in the military his entire life. 
He had dozens of army buddies, but he had too much 
affection for them to risk them against what was surely in the 
storm that followed him. Forge was too far underground. 
When McTaggart's year of service was up in the Project she 
was out the next day, back to IO to be re-assigned. Fury 
shook his head and goosed the chopper's speed just a bit. 

 "I need to fall back on my own personal resources," 
Fury muttered. A real smile lit up his face. "Hot damn it's 
been a long time." 

* 

 Noon. A man in a black bodysuit had his mask off. He 
was finishing up his meatloaf. 

 "I hate meatloaf," he said. "I feel like a cannibal." His 
juicy face oozed a bit. The redhead and the ugly man at the 
table with him exchanged a look. 

 "So how about ten hours?" the squishy man said to the 
big ugly man. "Ten hours is like twelve hours. C'mon, 
Garrett." 

 "We wait for twelve hours," Garrett said in a thick, slow 
voice. "Settle down, Wilson. It's going to be a long day." 

 "How about we follow him, then at twelve oh ONE we 
pop outa the bushes and bam," Wilson said. 

 He might as well have been silent for all the response he 
got. Garrett looked over at the redhead. She was reading a 
book; she'd read the same page three times. 

 "Rachel, can we count on you for this?" he said. 

 She looked up from her book. "I'm a professional," she 
said. "You can count on me. This is part of the espionage 
landscape. Is Fury to be killed then?" she asked. 
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 "No," Garrett said. "No, Darkholme has something 
special for him." 

 "A massage? Some slap n tickle? You just made me 
want to be Fury just for the novelty of it," Wilson grinned. 
The expression squeezed juice out of his face to trickle down 
his wrinkle lines into the neck of his suit. 

 "Put your mask on," Garrett said to him. "We're taking 
Fury a message, that's all." 

 Wilson stared at him for a minute, then shrugged. "I'm 
dyin here," he said. "I need some action. There's too much 
gloom and pouting. Time to get moving! Get hot! Heugh!" 
he said, striking a pose. "I'll be in the gym if we actually get it 
on and get something in the works." He left. 

 Garrett nodded. "Good. I was about to shoot him," he 
said. 

 "So what do you think of all this?" Rachel asked 
Garrett. 

 Garrett shrugged. "It's been a long time coming. I never 
liked Fury anyway." 

 Rachel nodded and lapsed back into silence. 

* 

 Five p.m. and Raven Darkholme stood by the runway 
watching the huge plane lower to the runway, the puffs of 
smoke bursting out around the tires. She smiled to herself, 
feeling warm in a way that she had seldom felt warm. A gift 
from the Dark Lord. Just what she had always wanted. She 
approached the plane as it taxied to a halt. 

 The door opened as the stairs were wheeled up. The 
broad shouldered blonde man jogged down the stairs, 
dressed in a suit. He approached Darkholme. 

 "Did you bring everything?" Darkholme asked, her eyes 
wide and her breathing excited. 

 "Of course," Alex said. 
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 "Good," she replied. "Let's get it uncrated and checked 
out before we send it all to the base." 

 "What's the rush?" he asked with a wry smile. 

 "You have no idea how long I have waited for this," she 
murmured. She smiled at him. "What is in this shipment will 
make your precious Project a force to be reckoned with. The 
Dark Lord is good to me." She smiled. 

 Alex looked at her for a long moment. "Yes, something 
like that," he said. "I'm not in the mood to wait until 
midnight." 

 Darkholme imperceptibly sighed, then lowered a 
shoulder towards Alex and leaned her chin back. "I could go 
with you now," she said. "If I do, I'll be thinking about this." 
She took in the crates with a sweep of her hand. The techs 
were using specialized gear to unload a massive crate that 
almost broke the forklift, though it was not very large. "If I 
can get this squared away first," she said, lowering her voice, 
"then I can give you my… undivided attention." She let a 
smile spread across her face, slow and full of meaning. 

 Alex thought about that for a minute. "Fine," he said. 
"I'll go get some food and meet you back at the base." 

 "Perfect," she said. She watched him go. Her smile had 
turned peculiar and predatory. 

 Then she got to work. 

* 

 "I warned them," Fury muttered to himself as he 
breathed deep, exerting himself. "I warned them that it 
would cost them if they ignored survival training and 
tracking. I told them technological toys couldn't compensate 
for an enemy with woodscraft." He grinned savagely. "Let's 
see if I was right. Maybe I can teach the Project something 
else before I'm done." 
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 He stopped on the ridge and turned, looking down into 
the valley. He saw the chopper, landed in a clearing. It wasn't 
nearly as far away as he had hoped it would be. In the thin 
atmosphere of the mountains his chest burned and his legs 
ached as he pushed himself. He had been walking for close 
to three hours. The hills here were not simple to navigate. 

 He turned away from the helicopter and started down 
the other side of the steep ridge. Make a camp, rig some 
traps. Fury smiled to himself. They wanted a chase. Let's see 
what he could manage. 

 "I am a boy scout," he muttered with a grin. 

* 

 "You can tell Rachel there is a city girl. Me, I'm a city 
man m'self. I prefer functional cities or bombed out ruins. 
The urban core is my favorite as it combines some of the 
best of each. But the woods? I don't like the woods. You 
can't see anything. You don't know where you're going. 
There didn't even used to be streets. It's a mess out here. 
Somebody should pave this." 

 Wilson kept chattering as the trio worked their way up 
the hill. "Of course, that vampire hunt was in the woods. 
That was totally cool, wasn't it. Wasn't it. Geez, why do you 
ignore me all the time? Prick me, do I not pound your face 
in? I'm human too!" 

 "Maybe if you said something worth listening to," 
Rachel said, "people wouldn't ignore you." 

 "A radical idea, but that's too great a burden," Wilson 
said.  

 "Cut the chatter," Garrett said. "I've found his trail." 
The big man looked up, a pale light gleaming from his eyes. 

* 

 Life support equipment beeped and wheezed outside 
the oxygen tent. The broken man inside lay trying not to feel 
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his pain. Pretending to sleep, he watched the nurse check his 
vitals, doing her rounds. He hated her. He hated everyone. If 
he could have moved he would have killed her, just like that, 
just like thinking about it. And he hated even more. 

 Then a beautiful woman came in the room. He hated 
her. He wanted to kill her, hear her last breath bubbling and 
rattling in her throat. She said something to the nurse, who 
left. Then she came over and leaned in close so he could see 
her clearly. She smiled. 

 He recognized her. Struggled to move. Anything. 

 "Hello, Ledge," she said, her features shifting to 
something he remembered. He tried desperately to force his 
shattered body to shift. 

 "No no," she said, "I'm not here to hurt you. How 
would you like to walk again?" His eyes got very wide. "To 
kill again? To make sure this could never happen to you 
again?" 

 An insane smile slit his face. 

 "I'm your man," he managed to croak. 

 She smiled at him, and men in uniforms came to wheel 
him out for a change of scenery. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Fury looked through the rifle scope down at the small 
campfire he had set up. The first one to check it out was 
Wilson. Fury almost didn't see him as he poked his head out 
of the brush and glanced around. His black bodysuit blended 
with the shifting shadows of the campsite. 

 He gave the all-clear, and Rachel followed Garrett out 
into the firelight. 

 Fury looked them over. Wilson would regenerate, he 
would need to use special ordinance to hurt Garrett. He 
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sighed slightly as he lined the crosshairs up on Rachel's head 
and squeezed the trigger before she could sense his thought. 

 He saw her eyes widen and she slung around behind 
Garrett, the bullet grazing her ear as she jerked back. Fury 
hunched down, tugging the rifle back as return fire cracked 
off the rock he hid behind. 

 Standing, Fury sprinted up the hill. He pointed his rifle 
up the slope and fired off a few rounds. Right on, he hit the 
small stack of branches and rocks he had assembled earlier. 
He hopped around them as they tumbled down the slope. As 
they did, they jarred other rocks and branches loose, and in a 
matter of seconds an avalanche swept down towards his 
pursuers. It gained speed as it went. 

 Rachel threw out her hand, and as the leading edge of 
the avalanche came down it hit a wedge of invisible force and 
sheared off to either side. 

 "Cool," Wilson said in awe as the rush and tumble of 
debris sluiced around him. 

 Garrett turned to them. "Wilson, stay with Rachel. You 
two were to get me close enough to find Fury. I'll take it 
from here. You get back to the town once you're done here." 

 The avalanche wasn't very big, and it spent itself in the 
valley below. Rachel lowered her shield. 

 "Right," Garrett said. He turned and began bounding 
up the slope as no human could. 

 "Think he's telling the truth about this, that he was 
ordered to go on alone?" Wilson asked. 

 "I don't know," Rachel replied, bemused. 

 "Huh," Wilson said, nodding reflectively. He looked up 
at her again. "Wanna have sex?" 

 "Let's get back to town," she sighed. 

 "But that's not a no," Wilson said. 
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 "No," Rachel said as she started walking. 

 "You mean no it isn't a no?" 

 "I mean I‟m about to wring you out like a little sponge," 
she said. 

 "How Karma Sutra of you," Wilson said. "I've got 
squishy little shivers. By the way, I have an incredibly hot 
butt under a thin layer of soggyness, and my regenerative 
capabilities mean--" 

 "Not now, Wilson," Rachel said quietly. "I'm thinking." 

 "Oh," he said. He looked around. "Thinking. Well." 

 Meanwhile, Fury worked his way up the ridge across 
from his ambush site. By the time the avalanche died down 
he had made it to the bottom of the ridge. He looked at the 
solid wall of mountain before him. He could make it. He had 
to. 

 In the darkness not far behind, Garrett continued to 
track him. His eyes gleamed in the dark. He was surefooted. 
He was relentless. 

 

February 21 

 Midnight. The cell door clanged open, five armed 
guards escorted a nattily dressed woman into the cell. The 
man on the bench was in a support harness. His arms and 
legs were amputated stubs. He had an eyepatch, long black 
hair, a moustache and beard. Before he even looked, he 
sniffed. 

 He jerked his head up, studying the woman. He hissed 
his pleasure. 

 "Ah," he said. "The Dark Lord has not forgotten me. 
You bear his favor." The man straightened. "I am ready to 
serve again." His oily voice was ruthless. The mad gleam in 
his eye knew nothing of mercy. 
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 She smiled. Her eyes did not leave the cripple as she 
said, "Prepare him for transport." 

* 

 Fury heard his breathing whine as he slumped against a 
big rock. His breath came in gasps. Behind him, Garrett 
broke cover and loped towards him; Fury turned and opened 
up with the assault rifle. Garrett was knocked down, so Fury 
pumped a couple rounds of incendiary grenades towards 
him. 

 Not waiting to see how it turned out, Fury turned and 
continued, forcing himself to a light jog. He had seen the 
techs working on Garrett's frame, his skeleton, his "flesh". 
He knew better than to rely on the grenades. 

 He almost made it up the next rise when Garrett caught 
up to him. Fury had little choice but to slow to a walk; 
climbing steep hills in thin atmosphere was grueling work. 
He heard Garrett coming up behind him, and he turned. All 
he could see were waving bushes, the foliage was tall here. 
He waited for his shot, settling down, fighting to breathe as 
his exhausted lungs denied the air. As Fury waited for his 
shot, quiet filled the area. The wind was the only thing Fury 
could see moving in the brush and low scrubby trees. 

 Some keen sense warned Fury at the last moment. He 
rolled across the ground and popped up with the rifle to see 
Garrett standing in the bushes right next to his position. He 
fired off a few rounds, but Garrett darted to the side, 
swooping in and snatching the rifle out of Fury's hands with 
superhuman strength. 

 Fury blinked, frozen for a moment. Garrett shook his 
head, turned, and flung the rifle out over the wooded hillside. 
Fury snatched his pistol and blasted away at Garrett. The 
booming .45 knocked the big man back, and Garrett spun 
with the impacts. Then he bounded over to Fury, who 
turned to run. 
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 Garrett casually knocked him down, took his gun, 
tossed it over his shoulder to be lost in the night.  

 "Anything else?" he asked, almost bored.  

 Fury rose to his feet and put up his fists. Garrett rolled 
his eyes.  

 "Okay," he said. "Let's do this." 

 Fury darted in and lashed out with his fist, catching 
Garrett in the chest. It was like hitting a wall, but Garrett 
obligingly took a step back. Fury spun with a kick that would 
lay out a normal man; Garrett parried with his arm. Fury 
lunged with a two handed strike, Garrett batted it aside. 
Garrett punched Fury in the chest, and the one-eyed man 
was flung back to topple and roll on the earthy side of the 
mountain. He dragged himself to his feet unsteadily. 

 Garrett sat down on a rock, fished a cigarette out of his 
pocket, and lit it. Fury stood panting, aching all over. Garrett 
snapped his lighter shut and dropped it in his pocket, then 
regarded Fury through slitted eyes as he took a drag on the 
cigarette. 

 "I think I've made my point," he said. "Everything you 
know about how these things work is dead. Your time is 
past. You are a relic. The Project knew this. In spite of your 
clearance, those above you and below you did their best to 
keep you from ever learning anything that could hurt the 
Project when you left. You," he said, pointing at Fury, "were 
a placeholder. Right now, that's good for you. It means those 
you used to work with are willing to forget you until you 
remind them." Garrett sucked on his cigarette. 

 "What's the catch," Fury growled, his shoulder still 
stinging from the fall. He wouldn't give Garrett the 
satisfaction of seeing his discomfort. 

 Garrett shrugged. "They know you'll be a hero and 
come back wanting a piece of the Project. You'll try for 
revenge, or to shut down the evil program, or however you 
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stage it in your head. They're just giving you time to try to 
put a plan together before they kill you in self-defense. You 
think you're a hero," Garrett said, looking directly into Fury's 
eye. "So they're going to make an example of you." 

 Fury stood there, letting all that sink in. He squinted at 
Garrett in the clear moonlight. "Mystique tell you to tell me 
all this?" 

 "More or less," Garrett said. "Director Darkholme and I 
have an understanding." 

 "So how do loyalty and honor fit into this?" Fury asked. 

 Garrett slowly shook his head. "You think you're in 
shining armor on some warhorse out to end injustice for the 
sake of America or something, don't you," he sighed. "The 
sacrifice of your eye for your men was stupid, Fury. Blood 
and guts leadership is not going to do it. You are an 
anachronism." Garrett paused. "Go buy a bar to tend. Let 
bygones be bygones. Or I guarantee you Darkholme will see 
to it you get a long, painful, noisy death. Maybe you think 
that's heroic. If you do, you're wrong. It's about to get ugly, 
Fury. Too ugly for you to stomach." 

 Garrett stood, dropped the butt of his cigarette and 
ground it out with the ball of his foot. "So there you have it," 
he said. He turned and vanished into the night. 

 Fury watched him go, his thoughts reflexively turning to 
how he was going to settle the Project. Then for a long 
moment he remembered the effortless strength in Garrett's 
shove, in his mind's eye Garrett again shrugged off heavy 
caliber bullets. He had made his point, alright. Fury felt his 
confidence waver. 

 He unsteadily lowered himself to the ground. A thought 
struck him. 

 "I didn't take time to pick up all the medals I got in the 
Service," Fury mused, absently rubbing his eyepatch. 

 He wondered if maybe it was just as well. 
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* 

 The Inuit man was a full head taller than those around 
him. The docks were busy in the wee hours of the morning. 
He was carrying a box of fish from the dock to the 
warehouse when he stopped. His eyes narrowed. He turned, 
and spotted the woman and her two bodyguards, silhouettes 
outlined in the flowing mist.  

 A grin creased his face, and he tossed the box of fish. 
The crate splintered, fish slipping and flopping everywhere. 
As he started walking toward the woman, she held up a 
bandoleer with three spears on it. 

 He shed the heavy leather apron as a confused babble 
arose behind him. The other life ceased to exist. 

 "Welcome back, Harpoon," Raven cooed as the heavy-
set man took the spears. His only reply was a curt nod. They 
turned and left the dock together. 

* 

 The bar was silent and empty; it was closed. Rachel and 
Wilson sat at the counter. Wilson nursed a beer, Rachel 
simply waited. 

 "We don't have to go back, ya know," Wilson said. "We 
could snatch that chopper and keep going." 

 "Then Garrett would come explain things to you next," 
Rachel said. She laughed mirthlessly. 

 "Bah," Wilson said with a wave of the hand. "I can take 
'im." 

 Rachel resumed ignoring him. 

 The jimmied door swung open, and Garrett walked in. 
He was singed, and there were slick spots on his face where 
heat had fused his flesh. Some of his hair was crisped off, 
and there were holes in his clothes. Otherwise he was none 
the worse for wear. 

 "How'd it go?" Wilson asked. 
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 "It's finished," Garrett said. "The message is delivered." 

 "Did Fury survive the delivery?" Rachel asked. 

 "Yes he did," Garrett said. "Even this much is 
confidential. For more details, you'll have to talk to the 
Director." 

 "Then that's that," Wilson said. "So glad I could provide 
support for this mission. Let's get out of this rural dump." 
He headed outside. 

 Garrett paused and looked at Rachel. "This is going to 
be the time to be very quiet and very careful," he murmured, 
eyes looking right into hers. "Pay attention. Things are going 
to get rough, but if you hang in there you could come out in 
great shape." 

 Rachel looked at him silently, shook her head slightly. 
"Let's go," she said. 

 Garrett nodded, and the two of them left as Wilson 
revved up the chopper. 

* 

 Darkholme glanced at her watch. After four in the 
morning. She didn't feel tired, but strangely exhilarated. She 
had endured Bryant. She had tolerated Fury. Now, finally, at 
last, she was in position for the end game. She toyed with a 
smile as she looked down from the observation window, 
watching the surgeons work around the clock on re-
constructing the broken joints and cracked skeleton of the 
man on the table. The spider ghost had done this to him. She 
would un-do it. And it would never happen to him again. 

 She took a deep, satisfied sigh. Things were on track. 
New blood was in the works. She headed for the cybernetics 
bay, feeling her power flow through the base. This time had 
been anticipated for so long it was hardly real. She reached 
the bay and strolled in, nodding to the techs. 

 "Is the Hunter suit ready?" she asked. 
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 "Not yet," one of the techs said. "This is a completely 
different technology than anything we've seen before." 

 "That's because it was specifically designed for 
interaction with flesh by a better scientist than you. Learn 
what you can from it. You've got the instructions for the 
tank that must be constructed?" 

 "Yes Director," another tech said smartly. "Within the 
month timeline the man known as Hunter should be once 
again integrated with this suit and ready for duty." He 
paused. "Where did this suit come from? It shows signs of 
use, aging, and wear, but it's more advanced--" 

 Darkholme touched her fingers to her lips with a 
sardonic smile. "Best not to notice such things," she 
murmured, her eyes narrow. The tech gulped and nodded, 
then turned back to his work. She turned and looked over 
some of the other trinkets the Dark Lord had sent her. It was 
time to test out a new generation of warriors with the 
Project.  

 She was in charge now. 

 Then she blinked, checked her watch. Oh. Alex would 
be expecting her. She sighed, then headed for the crew 
quarters. 

 Alex woke up as the door to his quarters slid open. He 
squinted at the clock. "It's almost dawn," he said, a tight 
anger in his voice. "Where the hell have you been?" 

 "Taking care of my business in the service of the Dark 
Lord," Raven replied smoothly, stepping into his quarters 
and slipping her jacket off as the door closed behind her. 
"One month, and things will be up and running on 
schedule." She smiled. 

 "You serve the Dark Lord through me, don't forget 
that," Alex said. He slung himself out of bed, stood, 
stretched. His broad-shouldered body was well muscled and 
taut. He gave her an opportunity to look it over. 
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 "Of course," she said, nodding her head. 

 Alex walked over to the counter and poured himself a 
little bourbon. "Always helps me wake up," he said. He 
turned to her. "My timid brother won't reach out and grasp 
the power, even though the time has come. I'm going to beat 
him to the prize. The Dark Lord will reward me for my 
initiative." 

 Raven joined him and poured herself a drink as well. 
"You had better hope so," she said. "To victory." 

 He moved behind her. "You'd better hope so too. Our 
fates are linked, now," he murmured. 

 She smiled and tossed the drink back. Then she turned 
to face him, looking him in the eye. 

 "Very well," she said, something cruel and saucy in her 
voice. "Let's get started." 
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Shakedown 
 

March 7 

 "How goes the plating?" the dark-haired woman 
murmured to the scientist standing next to her. 

 "Ahead of schedule," the man nodded. He checked his 
clipboard. "This is the first time we've attempted this process 
on a man who doesn't have a healing factor." He shrugged. 
"It makes some things easier, others more difficult. We are 
two weeks into his timeline, and he should be healed enough 
to be on active duty by your one month objective." 

 "Can we give this man a healing factor?" the woman 
asked, something excited under her tone. 

 "One thing at a time," the scientist replied. "First let's 
make sure the skeleton works." He pulled off his glasses and 
polished them on his coat. "These are amazing scientific 
techniques you've discovered, Director Darkholme." 

 "Yes they are," she nodded smoothly. Then she turned 
and left before he could forget himself and ask where she got 
them. 

 In the room below the observation deck, a man was 
suspended in a tank and full of needles. 

* 

 In the dim of the underground balcony, a hawkish one-
eyed woman toyed with a dagger. She turned it over and over 
again in her hands, hands that were well accustomed to 
blades. From the dais on her balcony she could see the 
length of the dim underground cavern. 

 Barrels provided light, burning pitch or garbage. In that 
light, children played and sparred and coughed. Adults 
sparred, or rested, or talked together in hushed tones. She 
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almost smiled as she surveyed the central keep of her own 
personal kingdom. 

 She heard a woman approach her from behind, moving 
softly and with skill. The woman approached and squatted 
down at a respectful distance.  

 "Yes?" the hawkish woman said irritably. 

 "Just wondering what you are thinking about, Callisto," 
the newcomer said softly. "You look bothered." 

 "Bothered I am," Callisto replied, looking down at the 
knife in her hands. "I must decide whether or not to accept a 
challenge delivered by an old enemy." 

 "Why wouldn't you?" the woman crouched behind her 
asked. "You are strong and cunning." 

 "That I am, Sarra," Callisto nodded slowly. "But this 
enemy is vicious and she cheats." Callisto shifted around to 
look at the woman behind her. "You ask too many questions, 
nosy," she said. Her heart wasn't in the scolding. She stood 
and looked out over her people, then she tossed the knife up 
to spin in the air before she snatched it. 

 "Too many questions," she murmured as the light 
played on her ravaged face and her eyepatch. 

* 

 "So I hear your name is Harpoon," the man in a black 
bodysuit noted as he pulled out a chair next to the bulky 
Inuit man in the mess hall. "This seat taken? Good. Name's 
Wilson, pleased to meet you." He plopped down. He pointed 
his mask at the man sitting next to him. "So can I call you 
Poon for short? Hey, this is one of your spears, right?" he 
added, reaching into a quiver on the silent man's back and 
tugging out a spear that was about four feet long with a 
wicked backswept blade. "I know my weapons," the man in 
black said. "This curve," he said, pointing at the sweep of the 
hooked blade, "is called a 'tang'. So can I call you 'Poon-
Tang'?" 
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 Harpoon moved with a blur of speed, snatching his 
spear from the other man's hand and gripping his arm. 
Before the mouthy man in black had a chance to struggle, the 
Inuit had slammed his shoulder down on the table. In a 
single smooth thrust, Harpoon pinned him to the table with 
a spear through the shoulder joint. The blade punched 
through the man and the table below. 

 Wilson screamed heartily with the intense pain of 
having a joint separated and broken. Harpoon wasn't done. 
He snatched Wilson and dragged him up off the shaft of the 
harpoon, leaving it stuck in the table as Wilson's scream 
doubled. Wilson was tossed to the floor, and Harpoon 
turned back to the table. He tugged his blood-slicked spear 
out of the tabletop and splintered the table in the process. 
Then he turned to where Wilson groaned, clutching his 
gushing shoulder wound. 

 "Don't touch it," Harpoon grunted. He stalked out of 
the mess hall. 

 "That's it," Wilson demanded in an unsteady voice. "I 
demand it be removed from my file that it's okay to bust up my 
arms because I HEAL THEM BACK!!! This is getting 
ridiculous." 

 A shadow loomed over him. An attractive red-headed 
teen crouched in front of him, coolly examining his shoulder. 
"That's a nasty wound you have there," she said calmly. "Too 
bad for you everyone isn't as patient as I am." 

 "That makes it all kinds of better," he grumbled. "What 
are you doing here, Rachel?" 

 "Eating lunch," she said, standing and turning away. She 
stepped out of reach of the rapidly expanding pool of blood 
on the floor. 

 "Bon appetite," Wilson said sourly. "I'm going to go 
sleep this shattered joint off." 

* 
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 "Moot!" the hawkish woman called. The cry was taken 
up by those on the floor below the balcony. Word spread 
through the side galleries, up to the maze of corridors and 
pipes and basements in the city above. 

 Callisto settled herself to wait for the Moot to gather. 
Sarra crouched behind her, silent and invisible to the 
untrained eye. 

 Ten minutes later the long concrete corridor was 
packed with people, like a medieval cathedral in troubled 
times. Callisto stood on the balcony, up on the edge so she 
was fully visible and balanced before her tribe. 

 "Tonight," she called out, "I am going topside to meet a 
challenger. You are all to wait here," she added. "If 
something happens to me, Sarra is in charge until I get back. 
If someone follows, they'll be beaten and foodless for a day." 

 Widespread grumbling and muttering rolled up from 
the floor in a wave of discontent. Callisto made eye contact 
with one, then another, then another of her tribe. She hissed, 
and the grumbling quieted to a respectful level.  

 "Anyone who disagrees can challenge me now," she 
said sharply. The floor quieted further. Callisto slowly turned 
to look at Sarra, who glared at her with undisguised 
resentment but had nothing to say. Callisto turned her back 
on Sarra and looked back down at the gathering.  

 "Alright then," she said by way of conclusion. "Tonight 
a meeting and probably a fight." Then she hopped off the 
balcony's ledge down onto the dias.  

 "I need some time to m'self," she said to Sarra. Then 
she walked through the curtain at the back of the balcony. 

 Sarra edged up to the balcony and looked down at the 
crowd. Whispering discussed what this could mean, and filled 
in the latecomers. Sarra nodded. Tonight, unease would 
prevail beneath the streets. 

* 
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 "He's almost ready," the tech said, glancing up as 
Darkholme strode into the control room. 

 "Thanks for calling me," she said. She smiled. "I've 
looked forward to this." 

 In the sizeable tank below, cybernetic arms and legs, 
backplate and plastron were positioned. A man was lowered, 
with a mask over his face for air. His amputated stumps of 
arms and legs wiggled a bit as he was lowered into the 
viscous solution and clamped in place by mechanical arms. 

 Then the arms and legs lurched towards him, touched 
on his stumps. Techs guided the process of lining the metal 
limbs up with his nervous system, with the remains of his 
organic limbs. Drills and needles danced all over him; he did 
not cry out with pain. 

 Then the plastron and back plate clamped in place and 
he was together. The entire process took under ten minutes. 

 Darkholme smiled as the tank began to drain, and the 
man was lowered to stand on his own. The tank door 
swiveled open, and he strode out confidently as though it 
was a simple matter to remember how to operate the suit. He 
clanked out, viscous fluids oozing down the steel and 
pouring from vents. He casually tore the mask off and tossed 
it to the side. His one eye flared, focused and insane and 
merciless. He bowed deeply to the Director. 

 "The Hunter is ready for service to the Dark Lord," he 
said in his oily voice. "I knew the Dark Lord would not 
forget me." 

 "No, not at all," Darkholme said coolly. 

 "I'm ready to collect more souls," Hunter said, intense. 

 Darkholme smiled. "First let's make sure the suit is 
calibrated. A weapon test is in order." 
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 He nodded. She led the way as the techs started to clean 
up. The suit had drooled off most of the liquid by the time 
they reached their destination, Advanced Weapon Bay 8. 

 They entered the room. It was a dome, a nondescript 
dome. Darkholme stepped into a control booth recessed in 
the dome, and flicked a few switches. 

 "Let's see about your targeting," she said. 

 He stood, his body sheathed in gleaming steel. His arms 
and legs were intricately patterned and worked metal. As he 
readied himself, tiny reels spun, winding projectiles up to be 
fired. Blades popped out of his forearms, limb hacking 
cleavers. Other more delicate blades whirled out and back. 
The man's arms and legs were arsenals. He smiled as the 
control room dimmed to look like the rest of the wall. 

 The back door to the control room opened, and a tall 
ugly man stepped in. Darkholme didn't even look up. 

 "Garrett," she said smoothly. 

 "Just came to watch, if that's alright." 

 She smiled. "Then watch." 

 With the tap of a few buttons, lighted targets appeared 
all over the dome. 

 The man standing in the middle of the room became 
spinning death. He whirled, finger length needles firing out 
of his arms and calves, thudding squarely into the center of 
the targets. Darkholme's fingers flew on the controls of the 
room, and spheres popped out of hidden doors, flying at 
him. A blade snapped out of one forearm, a long hook from 
the other. He snagged the spheres and smoothly chopped 
them in two, whirling and spinning with unnatural grace. Ten 
seconds, almost forty targets. 

 "Weapon systems go," Darkholme said into the 
microphone. She turned to look at Garrett. 

 "So I'm based on him?" Garrett said. 
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 Darkholme just smiled and left him in the control 
room, going out to where Hunter was reloading his needles. 
"Ready for a bit of field work?" she asked him. The one eyed 
man just smiled. 

 Garrett watched for a moment, then shook his head and 
left the control room. As he walked down the hall, he saw 
Wilson staggering towards him. 

 "What happened to you?" Garrett asked, almost bored. 

 "A little witty banter from our new friends," Wilson said 
bitterly, clutching his shoulder. "Skewered through a bone 
joint." Wilson walked around him and didn't slow down. 

 Garrett turned and watched him go. He turned to 
resume his own walk, and saw Rachel. She stood at the end 
of the hall, her brilliant emerald eyes intense as she looked 
him square in the eye. 

 Garrett approached her. "Following Wilson?" he asked. 

 "Seems a good idea," she said softly. "The gypsies have 
a saying. Me against my brother. Me and my brother against 
my cousin." She raised an eyebrow. "I don't think much of 
these newcomers," she said. "How about you?" 

 He shook his head and roughly pushed past her, 
breaking eye contact.  She let him go, watching intently. 

 "Me and my cousin against the outsider," she murmured 
as she watched him walk away. "Looks like we need an 
outsider." 

* 

 Raven Darkholme headed down the portable stairs that 
had been wheeled up to her personal jet. A big man in a 
baggy coat and a broad-brimmed hat followed her. 
Darkholme and Hunter stepped into the car that was waiting 
for them.  

 "The Barrens," Darkholme said to the driver. He 
nodded, and the car drove away from the tarmac. 
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 "The Barrens?" Hunter asked. 

 Darkholme nodded. "We're going to meet with a 
woman named Callisto. She runs a gang called the Morlocks. 
They have staked out the Alley, a concrete corridor under the 
New York downtown area. It connects with a vast warren of 
underground passageways and interconnected networks. 
Almost by luck, it seems," she said with a  peculiar smile, 
"this network has been expanded and forgotten time after 
time, usually by unsuspecting contributors. Once Callisto has 
surrendered it to us I'm going to make it the new home base 
of the Project." 

 "It could take time to hunt a gang through all those 
tunnels," Hunter observed. 

 "Yes, it would be terribly inconvenient," Darkholme 
agreed. "Hence tonight. I‟m meeting with their leader." 

 "To broker surrender?" Hunter said, sounding a bit 
disappointed. 

 "No," Darkholme said, something vicious in her slitted 
eyes. "To sting her pride so they gather and stand their 
ground, so we can slaughter most of them in one fell swoop. 
I want that tunnel full of twisted gangers ready to lay down 
their worthless lives to defend their homes. The rest we let 
live for sport later on." She smiled, slow and cruel. 

 The Hunter nodded, pleased. 

 Less than half an hour later, the car slowed to a halt. 
Darkholme and Hunter got out, walked into the parking lot 
that had been chosen in the challenge. Darkholme pulled out 
a thin, expensive cigarette and lit it. 

 A shadow seperated itself from the other shadows. A 
glint of light, and the shadow flicked a knife. It whirled out 
and landed at Darkholme's feet. 

 "Speak then," a harsh voice said from the dimness. 
"Take up your meetblade, remember the old ways, and have 
speech." 
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 Darkholme picked up her dagger. "The Alley is mine, 
Callisto," she said smoothly. "I won it in a contest of wills 
twenty years ago. Now I want it." 

 Callisto spat. "Over my dead and cold body." 

 "Dead, yes," Darkholme said quietly in a voice full of 
menace. "Cold, unlikely. This is the wrong time to defy me, 
Callisto. You and your Morlocks will be crushed. Getting in 
my way is just foolish pride." Her eyes narrowed, mocking 
the Morlock leader. 

 Callisto trembled with rage. "You will learn what foolish 
pride means when I break you to bits. I know about your 
vampire experiments. I know about your research facilities, 
your precious Project. I dare you to bring your handful of 
killers with you under the streets, into my domain. They will 
be killed there in the dark. You cheated and I earned the 
Alley. It is mine." 

 "We will come," Darkholme said coolly. "You and your 
rabble had best be gone. Two weeks." Callisto gritted her 
teeth, vibrating with fury. Her hand strayed to the knife at 
her belt. Darkholme raised an eyebrow. "Last time went 
poorly for you," Darkholme noted. "Ready to lose your other 
eye?" 

 Callisto stood motionless. Darkholme nodded at her, 
turned her back, and returned to the car. She and Hunter 
rode off, leaving Callisto alone. 

 "There," Darkholme said, relaxing in the car. "That 
should do it." She smiled. 

 Hunter watched Callisto as the car drove away. "She is 
dark," he said, "but we will master her." 
 "Oh yes," Darkholme said softly. "We will master her. 
Again." 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
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March 8 

 Rachel read the newspaper as she ate her cereal. Wilson 
walked into the lunchroom, rotating his shoulder. There was 
a loud pop every time he raised his arm over his head. He 
plopped down opposite Rachel. 

 "Rebuilding joints sucks," he muttered. He glanced up 
as Harpoon walked in and headed for the counter to get 
some food. 

 "Nice talking to you," Wilson said to Rachel's 
newspaper. He got up and headed to the counter. 
"Something hot and gloppy to go," he said. He got a bowl of 
oatmeal, dumped a mound of sugar on it, and dolloped some 
milk to top it off. He stirred it with a plastic spoon as he left 
the lunchroom with an evil look at Harpoon. Harpoon didn't 
notice him. 

 Wilson headed down to the sparring room. His oatmeal 
was long gone by the time he reached his destination. 
Walking into the open space, he headed for the weapons rack 
and pulled a katana free. He walked over to the "wind 
chime" exercise area, with blocks of wood hanging at 
different distances from the ground and each other, different 
thicknesses. He punched a code into the wall by the mat, and 
the blocks began to spin like a great unwieldy mobile. 

 Wilson tumbled between the blocks in to the center and 
began slashing and slicing, focused. He sheared the wood 
chunks in half, so they spun crazily and knocked others off 
balance. In the center of the unpredictable mass of swooping 
blocks Wilson twirled and lashed, and chunks of wood 
clattered to the mat. Then he was finished, and only tethers 
swirled, unweighted, through the air. Wilson stepped over 
the blocks and turned the simulation off. 

 He glanced at the doorway as it opened. Hunter came 
in. Wilson tightened his jaw and walked towards the 
gymnastics horse. He did not look over his shoulder as 
Hunter followed him. 
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 Tossing his sword to the side, Wilson bounded up and 
gracefully mounted the gymanstics horse. He held onto the 
handles, feeling the give in his shoulder, as he began 
swinging his legs around in what looked like lazy circles. 
Hunter stood in front of him. 

 After a moment of watching Wilson sling his weight 
around on the horse, Hunter spoke. "I hear you touched 
Harpoon's weapon," he said, his oily voice menacing. 

 With great effort, Wilson bit back the snappy banter 
that sprang to mind with such a lovely lead-in. "S'true," he 
grunted, swooping his legs around. 

 "You don't do that," Hunter said. "It is sacred. It is a 
darkbringer, tool of the Dark Lord. 

 "Whassat," Wilson snarled as he did a one-handed 
handstand on the horse. "You want a piece of me?" 

 Hunter smiled. 

 Without warning, Wilson sprang off the horse and 
pounded Hunter in the chest with his feet. The cyborg flew 
back and thudded to the ground, but Wilson had done a 
backflip off his chest and landed in a roll, scooping up his 
sword as he twirled behind the horse. Hunter stood at the 
ready. With the ringing slide of steel on steel, he extended a 
long hook from one fist and a cleaver from the other. The 
cyborg smiled. 

 Wilson snapped into action. 

 "Gonna hafta keep yall straight," he snarled as he 
bounded in. Hunter slashed at him, and Wilson jammed the 
tip of his sword into Hunter's arm behind the elbow, shoving 
him down off balance. With a twist he freed the sword and 
spun behind Hunter, slashing at his head from the other side. 
Hunter blocked the blow with the hook, and Wilson 
scrambled out of the way as the blades whooshed at him. 

 "See, Garrett is Tinker Toy, so you're gonna hafta be 
Erector Set." 
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 Hunter whirled in at him with his arsenal whickering 
and whining through the air in vicious arcs. Both men were 
playing for blood. 

 Wilson grinned. 

 He ducked, slinging in low, then popped up and 
slammed a heavy kick through Hunter's defenses into his 
forehead. The cyborg was rocked back, and Wilson 
instinctively blocked the cleaver with his sword, snatching a 
handful of Hunter's hair and spinning. He put his back into 
the throw, and the cyborg tumbled end for end in the air 
before crashing against the gymnastics horse and toppling to 
the ground. Wilson was on him, batting the hook aside and 
stomping on the cyborg elbow as the razor-sharp katana 
stopped an inch from Hunter's eye. 

 "Back off," Wilson hissed, low and savage. 

 Hunter shook his head slowly. "You're in over your 
head," he whispered. 

 Finger long needles burst out of the cyborg's chest and 
biceps, skewering Wilson and lifting him into the air with the 
force of their hits. Wilson left trails of blood in the air as he 
flew back and crashed down on the mat, only the butt ends 
of the needles sticking out of his deeply penetrated flesh. He 
couldn't manage a scream. Hunter rolled easily to his feet and 
stood over Wilson as the black-clad man slowly rolled over, 
reaching for his sword with a trembling hand as every move 
tugged around needles. 

 For good measure, Hunter fired another volley into 
him. Wilson twisted and writhed in pain, oddly silent. 

 Hunter kneeled by him. "Your mistake," he whispered. 
He raised the chopper over Wilson's head. 

 With an odd clank, his chopper shot out until Hunter's 
arm was stiffly held at full extension. Hunter's eye widened 
with surprise, then shock as pain flowed through his body. 
With an odd metallic splinter, his arm tore right out of its 
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supports, trailing a bit of blood from the tip of his flesh 
stump beneath. Hunter tried to scramble up as his other 
shoulder felt an intolerable pressure. He stood unsteadily as 
both arms were ripped off of his body. The hook arm slung 
around to the back, holding his neck with its razor sharp 
blade as his cleaver arm twisted in the air to line up on his 
throat. Hunter glanced around desperately as his limbs 
floated in the air ready to take his head off. 

 "How about you apologize," Rachel said coldly from 
the doorway. 

 Hunter snarled at her. 

 She nodded, an unearthly glitter in her eyes. She set her 
jaw, her nostrils flaring with distaste. Hunter screamed as his 
legs were jerked out of their supports with one swift and 
inhumanly powerful tug. The legs were flung to opposite 
corners of the room, and Hunter floated in the air with his 
blades at his head. 

 "Don't start something you can't finish," Hunter 
panted, hate blazing through him. 

 "If you're going to turn this job into a team sport," 
Rachel said slowly, "then turnabout is fair play." Her eyes 
flared with a ghostly light as she concentrated. Starting with 
where the arms had attached to his body, they began to twist 
and torque. From the doorway, she was holding him up and 
holding carefully precise positions and exerting enough 
telekinetic force to twist the metal into uselessness. 

 For the first time, Hunter felt a thread of fear run 
through him. 

 The blades were still at his throat, but they were 
attached to a tightly twisted ruin of metal that had once been 
his arms. Rachel's eyes narrowed, and she tossed him and his 
arms. He landed painfully, his arms clattering off the walls. 
Rachel approached Wilson where he slowly twisted on the 
mat, full of pain. His trembling fingers were trying to pluck a 
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blood-slicked needle from where it had punched through his 
chest into a lung. 

 Rachel focused, her eyes flaring again. "This is going to 
hurt," she said softly, but Wilson couldn't speak anyway. 

 All the needles slid out at once. Wilson spasmed with 
pain. Then the needles clattered to the ground, spattering 
blood. Rachel helped Wilson up, and they headed for the 
doorway. 

 They met Garrett and Harpoon in the doorway. 
Garrett's eyes narrowed as he looked at Rachel and Wilson. 

 "What's going on?" he demanded. 

 "Seems we're working out a pecking order," Rachel said 
coldly as she glanced back over her shoulder at where Hunter 
twitched and struggled. Garrett's eyes widened in surprise. 
Wilson closed his eyes and sagged, focusing everything he 
had on healing. 

 Rachel commanded Garrett's attention. "Do you want 
in on this?" she asked softly. Harpoon tensed. 

 Garrett narrowed his eyes and locked his jaw. "This is 
not the time to get hostile and rebellious," he muttered. 

 "You haven't seen hostile and rebellious," she said in the 
same soft voice, but there was nothing soft in her eyes. 
Garrett slowly nodded as tension filled the room. 

 He reached out and she pinned him to the wall with a 
telekinetic thrust. He grunted. She ducked out from under 
Wilson's arm and he managed to stand. Harpoon had a spear 
out in a flash, but she was moving fast. She darted close to 
him and clapped her hand against his face, clutching it. He 
screamed, an almost inhumanly pitched shriek of abject pain 
and terror, and she shoved him to the ground, not letting go. 

 "Just won't learn," she gritted out. "Gotta be a bully. 
Gotta be intimidating. Can't let it go." Some restraint she 
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normally held tightly in check… let go. She dove into his 
mind. He was no longer capable of screaming. 

 Garrett was released from the telekinetic shove, and he 
hesitated. Wilson stood unsteadily before him. 

 For a few long seconds they took each other's measure. 
Then Garrett smiled. 

 Before he could act, Rachel peeled back from Harpoon 
with a shuddering gasp. She swayed to her feet, and the two 
of them looked at Garrett. He casually and slowly produced a 
cigarette from his coat, and he lit it. Dropping the lighter into 
his pocket, he met their stares as he took an elaborately long 
drag on the cigarette. "So now what?" he said. 

 They all realized in that moment that Director Raven 
Darkholme was standing in the doorway. They turned to 
look at her. 

 "Rachel," the Director said, inscrutable. "Walk with 
me." She turned and walked away. As they did, the far door 
to the sparring room opened and a couple medical teams 
entered, heading for Hunter first and cautiously looking 
towards where Wilson swayed and Garrett stood motionless. 
Harpoon twitched from time to time where he lay on the 
floor. 

 "Chow," Wilson said with a shaky gesture, and he 
turned and walked out of the sparring room, off in a 
different direction from the one taken by the Director. 
Garrett sighed imperceptibly and went to help the medics. 

 

 "You are feeling some tension," Darkholme observed as 
she walked with Rachel. 

  They walked along quietly for a while. Rachel nodded. 
"The only way I can do what I do," she said quietly, "is if I 
feel like when it's over I have a safe place to return home to. 
I can't do this if I feel that calling in the cavalry is more 
dangerous than helpful. I can't trust these new guys. They are 
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mad dog killing types who can't tell who's on their side. 
They're different. More hostile." She met Darkholme's eyes. 
"I can't tolerate bullies." 

 "I remember," Darkholme said dryly. "Will Harpoon 
recover?" 

 Rachel shrugged. "Enough. I've seen to it he'll think 
twice about challenging me again." She paused. "I hurt him. I 
hurt him bad." 

 "How?" Darkholme asked, toying with her lighter. 

 Rachel's eyes grew cold. "He won't sleep again until I 
allow it. He won't feel hunger until I allow it. And I put 'One 
Hundred Bottles of Beer on the Wall' in a recurring loop in 
his head." She stopped walking and looked Darkholme right 
in the eye. "If he challenges me again, or Hunter, I swear I'll 
kill him and anyone that stands with him. I will not tolerate 
any more of this." Her eyes flickered with a cold light. 

 Darkholme nodded. "I think you've made your point. I 
need this to stop, Rachel. I can't have this infighting." 

 "They need to stand down and you're the only one 
they'll listen to," Rachel said. "I didn't go picking fights with 
them. Hunter was going to kill Wilson." 

 "I don't doubt it," Darkholme agreed. "Still, this can't 
happen again. It's expensive and dangerous. I'll have a word 
with Hunter and Harpoon. When he recovers. You talk to 
Wilson." Darkholme looked her in the eye. "And behave 
yourself. I only have one backup suit for Hunter." 

 "There is one more thing," Rachel said. "I… was in 
Harpoon's mind." She cleared her throat, then looked 
Darkholme right in the eye. "Who is the Dark Lord?" 

 Darkholme smiled wryly. "Looks like we need to have a 
conversation," she said. 

 "Looks that way," Rachel agreed coolly.  
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 Darkholme nodded. "Later," she said as they continued 
down the corridor. "After this next mission is over. Will that 
work?" 

 "Yes," Rachel said. "Yes it will." 

* 

 Wilson leaned against the glass in the observation room. 
Below, Hunter was suspended unconscious in a tank while 
technicians worked on fitting him to his backup suit. Hunter 
was serene as he floated. Showers of sparks and moving 
shadows were reflected from his tank as the techs worked 
away. 

 The door opened and Garrett walked in. He stood next 
to Wilson, but not too close. They both looked down into 
the flurry of activity in the bay. 

 After a quiet time, Garrett cleared his throat. "Are you 
okay?" he asked. 

 "I will be," Wilson said. 

 "No hard feelings, I hope," Garrett said. 

 Wilson looked at him. "Hard feelings? Bet yer tin butt I 
have hard feelings. Really, really hard feelings. You might just 
find out about it, too. You are a butt kissing toady busy 
licking Mystique-oh-excuse-me-Queen-Raven-Jerkholm's 
boots and prancing about with all the self-importance of a 
bully's little brother. You are going to get your ass kicked and 
if I don't do it I want to be there when it's done." 

 Garrett casually lit a cigarette. "Rachel won't be there to 
save you forever. You need to have some friends, Wilson. 
You aren't scoring any points with me." He looked at 
Wilson. "Word of advice. Don't let Raven see you as a 
threat." 

 Wilson let that soak in. 

 Then he got up in Garrett's face. 

 "I'm not Fury," he seethed. Then he stalked out. 
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 "No," Garrett reflected softly. "No you aren't." 

* 

 Garrett sat in Darkholme's office, noting how it was 
different than when it had been Fury's office. Darkholme 
walked around the desk and sat down. "Have a seat," she 
said. Garrett lowered himself into one of the chairs in front 
of the desk. 

 Darkholme regarded him for a moment. "You want to 
be my right hand man, don't you," she mused. 

 "My life depends on it," Garrett said with a shrug. "I 
have a pretty steep maintenance schedule." 

 "Don't care to try your luck with Stark again?" she 
asked, amused. He shook his head. 

 "Good," she said. "This is your chance. We are going to 
set up a base in New York, under the streets, in the Alley. It's 
currently full of Morlocks. I'm putting you in charge of their 
eviction." 

 "I take it you have a plan," Garrett said slowly. 

 "Of course," she replied. She rolled out some 
blueprints. "You and Wilson go and place the nerve gas here. 
I'll give you a nerve gas bomb. Then, you pull back. In the 
meantime, Hunter, Harpoon, Rachel, and Ebony secure 
these exits," she said, pointing at them. 

 "Ebony?" Garrett said. 

 "The new recruit, the one being bonded with 
adamantium," she clarified. 

 "Ah. Sorry to interrupt." 

 "Then," Darkholme continued, "you and Ebony run 
interference and catch noisy escapees. Hunter, Harpoon, and 
Wilson kill everyone by themselves. Rachel will be with me, 
at the rear, I'll be monitoring your progress and assessing 
your effectiveness as a leader." She inspected her nails, then 
looked him in the eye. 
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 "No prisoners, no survivors, no mercy. I want an 
atrocity. I want a bloodbath. I want a war crime, do you hear 
me?" 

 "Yes," Garrett said without hesitation. 

 "Good," Darkholme said, sizing him up. "We'll teach 
the police how to cooperate with our demands, we'll free the 
public of a pack of parasites, break in the new troops, and get 
a new base. Even the Morlocks win. They'll be relieved of the 
burden of their lives." Her smile was deeply unpleasant. 

 "I have a question," Garrett said. "Why do you want 
them dead but Fury alive?" 

 "It's a matter of what's easier," Darkholme said. "Fury's 
life without purpose will be an incredible burden to him. The 
Morlocks want to live more than anything else. Fury, unlike 
them, will be hurt more by living than by dying." 

 "That's cruel," Garrett observed. 

 She shrugged. "It's my nature," she said. 

 Garrett nodded. "Rachel and Wilson are going to be a 
problem," he said. 

 "I wouldn't have it any other way," she nodded. "In 
fact, Rachel is important to a larger scheme. It is critical that 
she not be killed." 

 "What about Wilson?" Garrett asked. 

 "He's not important," Darkholme shrugged. 
"Expendable. If an accident needs to happen, I trust you can 
handle it. I won't notice." 

 Garrett nodded.  

 "We'll be ready to move out and accomplish all this in 
two weeks," Darkholme said, standing. "No mistakes." 

 "I'll take care of it," Garrett said, standing. She nodded 
to him, and he left her office. She turned, sat down, and 
turned on a number of monitors. 
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 Her gaze drifted across Ebony, Hunter, Harpoon, 
Rachel, Wilson, and Garrett. Her mind strayed to the future. 
From her belt she pulled a knife with a skull design 
embossed on it, and she smiled. 

 "Soon, Callisto," she murmured. "Soon we'll see how 
ready for my killers you are." 
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Blood Price 
 

March 21 

 The two predatory women stalked out through the 
ranks of their supporters. Raven Darkholme, pale and dark, 
stepped between two big men. One had a bandoleer of 
spears, the other had what appeared to be metal armor; he 
sported an eyepatch and a long moustache. In the rear of the 
group was a slim redhead. 

 Callisto had more bodies on her side. Dozens of 
gangers filled the Alley behind her. Most were misshapen and 
deformed in some way. All looked to be in the grip of a 
feeling somewhere between hate, rage, and fear. Their leader 
was a hard woman, her face scarred, one eye missing. She 
came forward and twirled a knife absently, tossed it to her 
other hand. 

 "Darkholme," the thin woman spat. The other nodded. 

 "Callisto." 

 Darkholme threw her knife to the ground. It was so 
sharp it hit the concrete and stuck. Callisto looked at the 
challenge to duel. She looked at the knife in her hand. 

 Then she threw it at Darkholme. As the other woman 
dodged, her guard caught the knife midflight. Darkholme 
stood up with a smile. 

 "Kill them all," she said, "and save Callisto for last." 

 With a roar, battle was joined. 

* 

 The tall, thin man tried to look casual as he failed to 
outpace his reflection in the store window. He felt the fine 
singing of his nerves, humming in his ears as he studied the 
lay of light and shadow on the garish wet pavement of the 
seediest neighborhood he had paced so far this week. 



 

   309 

 "Chere," he said to the bottle of whisky he carried 
wrapped in a brown paper bag, "so far you are a great 
disappointment." He paused, looking around in the humid 
night, sloshing the bottle's contents as he listened, looked, 
felt. The night was tense somehow. He shrugged and dug in 
the bag with the whisky, pulling out the receipt from the 
liquor store. He squinted at it with his dark eyes, the ring of 
red iris glinting in the dimness. 

 "So," he said. "Today is June twenty seven. About 'alf a 
bottle ago," he noted, looking mournfully at his partially 
consumed prize, "it was ten o'clock at night." He peered up 
into the glowing smog that caught the light of the city. The 
first drops sprinkled down as he heaved a sigh. 

 "Remy LeBeau," he muttered to himself, "you are a 
scumbag." He nodded, and then continued his search. Down 
one reeking alley, picking his way over the refuse with ease, 
he tread as he listened without meaning to. He was searching 
for something he did not want to find. He was doing a fine 
job on both counts; searching and not finding. 

 "I tink it time to call it a night," he said, and he drained 
off the rest of the bottle in a tremendous draught. He 
carelessly pitched the heavy bottle over his shoulder, where it 
bounced on the concrete and landed in a pile of rubbish 
undamaged. He vaguely wondered if he had surrendered a 
potent weapon. 

 Finally, the buzz started kicking in. "Great timing," he 
grumbled, and he began wandering back towards the cheap 
flophouse where he had rented a room for the week. 

 He rounded the corner, surprised at the amount of 
traffic that was still abroad after midnight. Some dim part of 
his mind that was still fully sober and bored stiff with the 
tedium of tipsiness informed him it was a Friday night after 
all. When other people were out having fun. 
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 "Dis is fun," he shrugged to himself, and he leaned 
against a wall so he could chuckle. Just at that moment he 
wasn't sure he could both chuckle and walk. 

 He blinked as he looked down the street. A girl was on 
rollerblades, zipping his way along the sidewalk at dangerous 
speed. He pulled himself upright to get out of the way, but 
she was moving faster than he had initially guessed. She was 
glancing over her shoulder, looked forward in time to see 
him-- 

 He threw up his hands to ward her off, but instead of 
looking startled she ducked her head and straightened her 
arms pointed backward. Before he could brace for impact 
she had leaned toward him slightly, then just slid off, pushing 
him back into the wall but not really hitting him. He 
stumbled, considerably more sober now. As he saw her 
skating off, the first thing he noticed was her tight, attractive 
butt and thighs. Then he looked down her legs and saw that 
she was wearing thin canvas shoes. 

 Somehow she was skimming along the sidewalk, two 
inches from it, with no skates. 

 Remy heard the blurting spit of a silenced pistol and 
instantly hurled himself to the sidewalk. He hit the ground 
and did not move. He heard the heavy footfalls of a big man 
sprinting, approaching. Remy risked a glance and saw a man 
with bad hair and a thick moustache who was built like a 
linebacker and stuffed in a cheap suit, dashing after the 
skating girl. In his hand was a silenced pistol, lined up for 
another shot.  

 As the big man ran by, Remy twirled his legs in a 
spinning kip-up, thrusting one leg out to kick the big man's 
ankle as he ran. Remy expected him to crash down and skid 
in a heap; that's what his momentum and awkwardness 
should guarantee as his foot came down wrong. 

 Instead the big man hopped, landed spinning, and 
squared off with Remy. The slim Cajun grinned, waiting for 



 

   311 

the perfect moment. The big man's face darkened, impatient; 
he lined up with the pistol. Remy spun towards him, 
snatching his wrist and touching the gun in just the right 
place. His spin caught the big guy's wrist, curled him around 
Remy's shoulders, and slung him off balance. The big man 
thudded into the wall. Remy ducked free, and held up the 
gun. 

 "You really must be carful, m'sieu," he said, dismantling 
the gun with a few expert twitches of his skilled hands. "Dese 
streets, dey need more lights. And you seem a bit clumsy, 
no?" He smiled his most infuriating smile and tossed the gun 
parts at the big man. Then he ducked, spun, and sprinted 
away. 

 He was feeling pretty pleased with himself when the big 
man pulled out a hand cannon and opened up. The gun 
boomed, blasting through the back and front windshields of 
a parked car before embedding itself in the passenger of one 
of the cars driving down the street. Remy tucked his head 
down and stretched his stride to the limit, then dove for 
cover. 

 He sprawled in a stairwell as the next bullet pounded 
through the concrete, ricocheting off rebar to smash a hole 
in the metal door an inch from Remy's head. He squirmed 
around to a ready crouch, heart pounding, cold sober as he 
heard the man run closer. Sirens fired up in the near distance. 
Remy's eyes were wide. 

 "Madman!" he whispered to himself as he caught his 
breath. He risked a peek out of the stairwell and barely 
managed to pull his face down before another blast blew a 
chunk from the stairwell's rim. 

 Remy kicked at the metal door. It was barred. Remy put 
his back to the stairs and lashed out with both feet, his kick 
pounding the door open. He rolled inside the darkness of the 
basement level as the big man reached the stairwell. 
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 "Stay out of this or it's your head," the big man snarled 
down at the dark rectangle of the open door, his voice low 
and ugly. Then he turned from the stairwell and jogged off 
down the sidewalk. 

 Remy peered out from his hiding spot. 

 "Stay out of dis indeed," he muttered. Then he was 
moving. 

* 

 The weeping drew him. Remy dropped from the third 
story of the building to the top of a dumpster, bounding 
from it to land in a ready crouch across from where the 
woman lay sprawled in the alley. 

 "Dere dere," he said soothingly. "Remy is here, you be 
safe now." He smiled his most charming smile. 

 The girl looked up. Remy saw the fear in her eyes, and 
also noticed that her heart-shaped face was well 
proportioned and attractive. Pageboy cut, blonde hair. Tight 
clothes. He approved. 

 "Better run while you can," she said, the faintest 
southern tinge to her voice. "They'll kill you too." 

 "Come on, chere, sit up. Pull yourself togedder. I'll 
protect you," Remy said. 

 "Easy for you to say," she managed. She twisted, but 
Remy saw she was six inches off the ground. A frictionless 
field surrounded her, so no matter which way she turned she 
slid back down to a sprawl. 

 "Is dere somting I can do to help?" he asked. 

 "Aren't you freaked?" she asked, a bit surprised. 

 He winked, giving her a good look at his eyes. "Mon 
chere," he said, "when you seen what I seen, you don freak 
easy. Still happen," he shrugged, sitting back against the wall, 
"but not easy." 
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 She smiled at him hesitantly, calming down. He watched 
her frictionless field shrink a few inches. He smiled in return, 
glancing up at the thin slick of rain that started. 

 "Nice night," he said. The rain hit her field a few inches 
from her and just slid away, leaving her dry. Her smile gained 
sincerity. She closed her eyes and concentrated, then 
managed to pull herself to a seated position. 

 "Remy LeBeau," came a disgusted voice from the 
mouth of the alley. Remy was on his feet in a flash, spinning 
to glare at the newcomer. "Long way from home, little 
swamp rat," said the slow, gravelly voice. Remy's eyes 
widened in shock as he saw the big ugly man with the hand 
cannon looking at him like he was roadkill on a truck's 
radiator grill. 

 "You know me," Remy said. "How do you know me?" 

 The big man heaved a sigh and snapped off a volley of 
booming blasts from his gun. Remy dove and spun towards 
the shooter, the bullets chasing his supernaturally quick 
evasion. Remy slammed a punch into the man's chest, his 
knuckles clacking against some kind of armor. He winced 
with the pain and ducked as the big man's hand darted out 
with uncomfortable speed, almost snagging his flaring mop 
of hair. 

 Remy snapped a kick into the man's knee, also bashing 
some kind of armor. No wonder this guy looked so big; he 
was probably ninety pounds inside all his armor. Remy 
grimly smiled at the notion. The head wasn't armored. He 
ducked the man's rapid kick and punched him in the eye 
socket. Felt like punching stone. 

 Remy ducked and spun around behind the big man. 
Then Remy caught an elbow to the side of the head, felt like 
being hit by a sledgehammer. He reeled, the entire world 
tilting in a nauseous fashion, then managed to right himself. 
He snatched the back of the big man's suit jacket and hopped 
in the air, pounding both feet into the back of one of the big 
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man's knees. The big man folded over backwards as Remy 
twisted out from under him.  

 On his back, the big man lined up the gun, but Remy 
snatched the barrel and exerted his will. Then he grinned and 
dove away as the gun whined faintly, bright orange. The big 
man barely had time to toss it before it exploded, shattering 
windows in the alley and in the parked cars lining the street. 

 A few long strides carried Remy to the locked metal 
door at the back of the blind alley. He snatched up the 
padlock, and it blasted itself off the chain. He shouldered the 
door open, and the young woman skated through into the 
building. Remy threw his weight into slinging the door shut. 

 Remy ran and the girl skated along beside him. She was 
surprised that he could keep up. They found themselves in a 
warehouse, and after they darted into the maze of crates and 
boxes and heavy equipment, Remy signaled a halt.  

 "You see, chere," he said. "I am slippery in my own 
way, no?" 

 "So when you say that," she said curiously, "if I agree, 
do I say yes or no?" 

 "Don worry about it," he said. "Not sure bout dat 
myself." He tried a charming smile. "Whas your name?" 

 "Call me Skids," she said, looking around. "What's your 
name?" 

 "Remy LeBeau," he said. "De name says I'm hansom, 
but you figure that out by now, I spect." He oozed his own 
peculiar brand of charm. 

 "Remy, I don't know what to do," she said, her voice 
low. "My people. They are being slaughtered right now and I 
have no idea how to stop it. The police won't help even if we 
can get to them." 

 "Your people?"  
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 She looked him in the eye. "Weirdos and freaks like me 
that can't live in the normal world found a home with 
Callisto in the Alley, below things. That man's friends are 
down there right now. Don't believe me?" She set her jaw. 
"Follow." She skated to another door out of the complex. 
Remy popped the lock expertly with a little application of 
force. They stepped out into another reeking alley. Skids slid 
to a halt by a storm drain, looking at Remy expectantly. 

 He squatted by the drain, noticing bars that had been 
welded on less than twenty four hours ago. And as he 
listened, he heard the echo of screams and fully automatic 
weapon fire drift up from the stygian depths of the sewers. 

 "Please help me," she said in a small voice. "These 
people are friends to me. Friends are family you choose for 
yourself." Her eyes pleaded with him. 

 Remy hung his head for a moment, then shook it. 
When he looked up there was resolve in his twisted, dark 
eyes. "Dere must be some'ting I won do for a preddy face," he 
said with a bit of a sigh. Then he charged the bars over the 
storm drain. "Cover your eyes, darlin," he said. He hopped 
out of the way as they blew up. 

* 

 "We should be far enough away from the Alley that we 
don't stumble across anybody yet," Skids said as she carefully 
balanced and skimmed through the narrow corridors. Remy 
realized that she couldn't just put her hands out and catch 
something so she wouldn't fall, because she was frictionless. 
Likewise, if she did fall, it probably wouldn't hurt because the 
impact would be deflected. 

 "Takes a lot of practice to be you, no?" he said quietly. 

 "No," she agreed. "Or yes. It does. Whatever." Then 
she stopped cold, looking down. 

 Remy was beside her in a flash. Looking down, they saw 
a sprawled corpse. His face still looked surprised, a small 
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hole puncturing his forehead. The back of his head was 
blown out. Hollowpoint bullets. 

 Skids began to tremble, and that destroyed the delicate 
balance she had to maintain to stay on her feet. She slid to 
the ground with an awkward bump. "His name is Max," she 
whispered. 

 Remy held his hand out over the body. Still warm. 
Whoever did this wasn't far away. 

 "Stay here, chere," he said softly. He reached into his 
coat and pulled out a metal shaft. Pushing a button. he 
extended the shaft to a bo staff. "I be right back." 

 Remy ghosted along silently. Ahead, he saw light. He 
heard a voice. 

 "Now, git, small fry," the voice said. "Come back with a 
gun, and I'll shoot you proper. Okay? I got a size limit. Gotta 
be this tall to get your damn fool head blown off." 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 Remy peeked around the corner to see a man in a black 
bodysuit waving a pistol at a short lumpy kid. The kid's skin 
was green, his eyes were inhumanly huge, and he was 
quivering with the desire to lash out. The man in the black 
combat suit held him at bay with a pistol. Behind the man 
was what could only be a bomb, attached to a couple tanks 
of concentrated gas. Remy scowled. 

 The kid turned and ran. "Better," nodded the man in 
the bodysuit, putting his gun away. He stepped over one of 
the three people he had shot in this room. Apparently his 
height code was met by the two women and the old man. 

 "Chien," Remy snarled as he burst out of the tunnel, 
staff whirling. The man in black spun in time to have his 
quickly drawn pistol knocked out of his hand. The whirling 
staff riposte caught him between the chin and collarbone, 
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slamming home hard enough to cave his throat. He silently 
clutched at his windpipe, then fell over dying. Remy nodded. 
Then he turned his attention to the bomb. 

 "Why people always gotta blow up de sewers?" he 
wondered, shaking his head. "An why am I de one gets to go 
slog tru de sewage to stop dem? Life's liddle mysteries." 
Inspecting the bomb, he saw it was not active yet. He 
carefully removed what looked to him like the detonator. 
Then he charged it and tossed it down a corridor. It burst in 
a blaze of released energy. 

 "Dey want whas in dis tank to go all over," he nodded 
to himself, "dey can take a 'acksaw to de top of de tank." He 
smiled. Turning, he saw the kid still standing there watching 
him. 

 "Get lost, kid," he said seriously. "Go find someone to 
protect you. It going to be very dangerous where I'm going." 

 The kid took one more look at him, then turned and 
sprinted off down a corridor. Remy stepped over to the body 
of the man in the black suit, and slid the corpse's remaining 
pistol free of its shoulder harness. He hefted it, popped out 
the clip to check the ammo. Sure enough, hollowpoint. With 
a clack, he slapped the magazine back in and he chambered a 
round. Then he stuck the gun in his coat pocket and ghosted 
out the way he had ghosted in. 

* 

 The system of access tunnels was truly labyrinthine and 
Remy was lost after a minute or two of following Skids. 
Given time he could learn the passages, but his guide was 
sure and swift and he had little choice but to put himself 
entirely in her hands. 

 The gunfire was getting louder and closer. Now Remy 
could hear pleas for mercy, screams, roars of rage, then short 
staccato bursts that intensified the sounds before ending 
them. Whoever it was, they had a strong stomach and a cool 
head. Whatever was going on down here, it wasn't a battle. 
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 It was slaughter. 

 And from the sporadic gunfire, it was just about over. 

 They stepped over a few more dead bodies as they 
reached a balcony that overlooked the Alley. Remy gestured 
for Skids to stay back, and he skulked forward to see what 
could be seen. 

 Right below the balcony stood a pale, dark woman. At 
her side was a slim red-headed teenager. Before her was a 
skinny hard woman with one eye who was pinned to the 
ground through an ankle, an arm, and a hand with long 
needle like darts. Remy came in to the middle of their 
conversation. 

 "So much for being ready for my killers," the pale 
woman said in a voice Remy instantly recognized. He 
shivered. 

 "This—it isn't—over," the stringy woman gritted out 
through the pain. 

 "Give it thirty seconds," the woman Remy knew as 
Mystique said archly. She picked up her radio. "Harpoon, 
Hunter, Wilson. Return to the concourse. Phase three about 
to initiate. Check in when clear." 

 Remy uneasily scanned the carnage of the great hall. 
Piles and lines of corpses were carelessly sprawled 
everywhere; some of the piles were on fire. He could see the 
central scrimmage where it must have started. Then the 
bodies trailed off towards escape routes from there. He 
wondered if the Project had taken a single casualty… 

 Looming from the shadow of one of the corridors, a 
nightmarish man strode into the concourse. He was tall, with 
an eyepatch and a long moustache. His body was made of 
metal, and on it were hooks that he had festooned with 
scalps cut from the fallen. Now skin and hair were matted to 
the steel of his body and as he moved it was difficult for the 
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eye to pick out his steel form under his trophies. An assault 
rifle dangled from one arm. "Hunter clear," he boomed. 

 From another corridor a compact, heavy man stepped 
out. He was spattered in blood, and where his bare arm 
gripped the shaft of his spear blood oozed to the floor from 
his knuckles and from the blade. "Harpoon clear," he 
grunted. The two men approached the two women and their 
captive. 

 "Wilson, this is Darkholme," she said somewhat 
irritably into her radio as the others converged. 

 Remy made note. Now Mystique was Darkholme. But 
some things, they don't change no matter what you name 
them. He felt a slow rage churning with the nausea as the 
stench coiled up from the floor. He was simultaneously very 
sorry he had agreed to help Skids and gratified that there was 
someone that might be able to avenge these poor souls. 

 "No one deserve t'die like dat," he murmured to 
himself. He picked up a chunk of stone that had been 
knocked loose as the balcony had been sprayed with bullets. 
He hefted it. Should do nicely. He began to charge it. 
Quietly. Subtly. From the inside out. It would let out a boom 
to remember… 

 Darkholme regarded Callisto. "Your people are adept at 
running and hiding, finding low places to conceal themselves. 
It would take a very long time to ferret them all out. That's 
why I put a canister of nerve gas at the air flow exchange for 
these tunnels. Any last words for your surviving Morlocks?" 
she said as she pulled out the detonator. 

 "Our ghosts will haunt you," Callisto spat with the 
strength of prophecy. "We will be avenged." 

 Darkholme smiled coldly and pushed the trigger. It 
clicked. "Game over," she said. She looked at the others. 
"We should leave before the gas gets here. Where is Wilson?" 
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"Maybe he had an accident," Hunter said 
enigmatically. 

"I see," nodded Darkholme. "That's that then. 
What do you think? Should we leave Callisto for the gas, or 
kill her now?" 

 "Why wait?" said Hunter, eyeing Callisto maliciously. 

 Darkholme nodded at Harpoon. "Do the honors," she 
said. She smiled sweetly at Callisto, who struggled against the 
needles that pinned her down. 

 With a peculiar soft whine, Harpoon charged his spear 
with killing energy. Remy felt the pit drop out of his 
stomach. Harpoon charged his spear, using almost exactly 
the same technique and power that Remy used himself. He 
had never felt the energy of someone else doing it before. In 
that cold moment he wondered how Harpoon had gotten his 
power. If there were more like him and Remy out there. 

 He forcibly pushed questions from his mind, and he 
stood to hurl the charged rock down. He almost froze as he 
saw the redhead looking right into his eyes. No! She was a 
telepath! His intense emotion must have alerted her to his 
presence. Cursing, he flung the hissing rock. It glowed 
balefully with tightly contained energy. 

 The telepath was also a telekinetic. The charged rock 
reversed itself in the air and whistled up towards Remy. He 
sprinted back along the corridor with the speed of the 
desperate, and as he launched himself in a dive down the 
corridor the rock exploded, blasting down the corridor with 
shrapnel and blazing energy, engulfing Remy and hurling him 
clear. He barely registered the wall he was careening toward 
in time to throw up his hands-- 

 Darkholme turned to Hunter and Harpoon. "Bring me 
the body," she said. She looked thoughtfully up at the 
shattered wall. "And to think, I was going to leave LeBeau 
alone." She shrugged. Then she turned her attention back to 
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Callisto as Hunter and Harpoon jogged into a corridor, 
looking for stairs to get up. 

 Callisto finally worked her flesh free of the needles. 
Ragged with agony, she threw herself at Darkholme, clawing 
and snarling. Then she whisked up off the ground and was 
hurled through the air into the darkness at the back of the 
Alley, a wavering scream hanging in the air after her. 

 "What was that about?" Darkholme said, rounding on 
Rachel. 

 "I was protecting you," Rachel said, her voice almost 
automatic. 

 "I could have handled her." Darkholme's eyes were 
narrow, calculating, angry. 

 "Sorry," Rachel said with a nod, looking at her shoes. "I 
didn't mean to deprive you." 

 Darkholme looked at her for another long moment, 
then looked back up at the crater on the wall. "You do good 
work, Rachel," she said. "No harm done. Callisto has another 
part to play before this is entirely unfolded. If nothing else," 
she added with a nasty smile, "hunting her will help train my 
next batch of troops." 

* 

 Wilson stirred as he heard the faint whining cry of what 
sounded like a child. He blinked the goo out of his eyes 
under his mask, and sat up. His chest hurt a bit, but he had 
mostly been faking it when Remy killed him. He had enough 
air in his lungs to play dead for a while. Then he had 
inconveniently passed out. 

 Standing a few feet away was the lumpy green kid. He 
held in wavering hands Wilson's dropped pistol. His face was 
clenched in rage and terror and grief, and both hands locked 
around the heavy metal gun. He pointed it right at Wilson's 
chest. 
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 "Hey kid," Wilson croaked, startled by the sound of his 
own voice. He decided not to have his throat crushed again. 
Most inconvenient. 

 "Whassyer name, kid?" Wilson managed. 

 "Eech," the kid squeaked out. 

 "Cheech?" Wilson rasped. For a moment, his situation 
reeled around him. He could get up and rejoin the cold 
blooded killers that made him look like a boy scout. But he 
thought through the roster of the team and realized that to 
do so would, sooner or later, be suicide. He closed his eyes, 
still having trouble seeing because of the goo. Questions 
reeled through him. Then he stopped and took a deep breath 
and just made a decision. 

He chuckled. "Look kid, shoot me if you have to, 
but I'm through with that outfit and I'm not killing anybody 
else today. Okay? Come on. You can trust me. If I wanted to 
kill you I would have. Or I'd kick the gun out of your hand, 
grab your little lumpy head and twist the damn thing right 
off. But I don't want to do that. So let's do this nice and 
slow." 

 Cheech sniffed at him, then nodded. The gun clattered 
to the floor. Wilson rolled to his feet, picked the gun up, and 
holstered it. 

 "Let's get you and me somewhere safer," Wilson said. 
The kid nodded, and ducked into a ventilation shaft. Wilson 
got on hands and knees and followed him. 

 After what felt like forever, Cheech pushed a grating 
aside and they crawled into a room that looked like it was 
carved out of the concrete foundation of a building. 

 The room was stuffed with the groaning injured and 
dying. In a smallish space, Wilson guessed at about twenty to 
thirty bodies. Healers crouched among them. At the far end 
of the room, by a bowl full of flaming oil, Callisto lay being 
tended. 
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 "Leech!" she snarled. Several in the room scooped up 
guns and pointed them at Wilson. "What are you doing 
bringing one of them here?!" Shock and fury rang in her 
voice. 

 "Don't be hard on the little guy," Wilson managed, 
wondering if he sounded like Clint Eastwood to anybody 
else.  "I just tendered my resignation, and I figure I might 
have skills you can use."  

 As he looked around more closely, he saw a man whose 
eye was buried in his eyebrow. He saw a woman whose face 
was rotted away so he could see teeth glinting through her 
cheek. He saw a little girl whose nose was just a rag of flesh 
on the front of her face. He realized he had walked into 
something of a sideshow. He grinned. 

 "I think I'll fit right in," he said, grasping the neck of his 
mask. He pulled it up, and long strings of mucous clung to it 
and his face and neck as he peeled the mask off. He stood 
with an insane grin and a face like rotted hamburger. 

 Callisto threw her head back and laughed, and the little 
green kid slipped away into the dark tunnels. 

* 

 Remy groaned softly, his body sending him 
contradictory signals. All was dark. 

 "If I be dead," he moaned, "den why dis still hurt? An if 
I'm not dead, why do I feel like I'm in heaven?" 

 Pain lanced and winced through him, and his head felt 
like it had been jackhammered, but he was laying on 
something soft and the sweet smell of scented candles filled 
the air. It was blessedly quiet. He touched his face, found a 
cloth over his eyes. At the same time, he registered heat and 
pressure along his side. 

 He pulled the cloth off, and looked to see Skids laying 
pressed against him. Her clear eyes looked into his, and she 
smiled shyly. Glancing around, he saw that they were in a 
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closet like space shaped like the underside of a staircase. 
Sleeping bags and mats and cushions had been dragged into 
the space to make a nest, and there were two ranks of 
candles on the ledge by the nest. 

 "Am I dead?" he said with a crooked smile. "You look 
like an angel to me." 

 "You aren't dead," she said. "But it was a near thing." 

 "I tought you couldn't turn off your field," Remy said. 

 "I can't," she replied. "My friend can turn people's 
powers off. "She touched his face. "I wanted to see what 
color your eyes were. Underneath the red and black." 

 Remy blinked, and as he woke more fully he realized his 
energy wasn't singing through his veins. At the moment, he 
was a normal man. He felt a peculiar twist of fear and elation. 

 "So, uh, 'ow long does dis work?" he said nervously. 

 "Long enough," she whispered in a breathy voice. She 
leaned to him, against him, and brushed her soft lips against 
the corner of his mouth. 

 "Remy, he a little slow, but he catch on eventually," 
Remy said in a hoarse voice as she put her arms around him. 
He pressed against her and kissed her deeply. 

 She thanked him for his help. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Later still, he slowly felt sleep slide off him. As 
consciousness oozed in, he eventually blinked and opened 
his eyes. He hurt all over. He had charged that rock pretty 
good. It had damn near killed him. He muzzily realized that 
if he had a concussion he shouldn't be drifting off to sleep 
like this. 

 Skids sighed and nuzzled into him. 
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 Remy suddenly realized that nobody had done that for a 
long time. He felt an ache in him that had been there so long 
he had forgotten about it. He lay very still, just feeling her 
breathe on him. Then, gently, he touched her face. He 
stroked her side, noticing a tattoo on her shoulderblade of 
three interlinked circles. 

 Skids drew in a long breath, and stretched like a cat. She 
blinked, and looked into his eyes. She smiled at him. 

 "Are you hungry?" she said. 

 "Yes," he said as the default answer, then he realized he 
was ravenous. She rolled over and opened a busted 
microwave that was tucked into a corner of the space. Inside 
was a creased happy meal box. She handed to Remy. He 
opened it and found a couple fast food sandwiches and a 
bunch of french fries piled into the greasy box. He devoured 
it all. She watched him eat with a small smile.  

 Then her expression was troubled. "Remy," she said, 
"I'm trying to figure something out." 

 "I do de bes I can to help, but dat's not my strong 
point," he said as he folded the top of the box shut and 
pushed it back in the microwave cupboard. 

 "Leech is the one who took our powers away for a 
while," she said. "He can tell things about people. He can 
read people, and he's never wrong about them." She met his 
gaze directly. "He said you were with the attackers. I don't 
believe it, but Leech is never wrong." 

 Remy looked at her, unreadable. "You know I‟m not wit 
dem. I did my best to stop dem. Why should my past 
matter?" 

 Then, in her downcast eyes, he suddenly realized why it 
mattered. To her. He rubbed the back of his neck. 

 "I really should be going," he said. 
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 "Yeah," she echoed softly. The thinnest sheen of slick 
field formed around her skin, protecting her from any hurt. 
Remy suddenly felt a layer of space between their bodies, and 
something in him rebelled against the distance. 

 "I was wit dem once," he said quickly. He put his arms 
around her as they lay in the nest. "Dat was a long time ago. 
Believe me, chere, a long time ago." 

 "How did you get your powers?" she said, snuggling up 
to him again. He could still feel her body heat. He soaked it 
in. 

 "'Ow did you get yours?" he responded half playfully. 

 She shrugged, and sighed. "I was… abused as a child. I 
ran away. Life on the street was not easier. I had to make a 
living somehow. And one day, my deepest wish came true 
and, well, nobody could touch me." She looked at him. "The 
Morlocks didn't care. I learned to be happy with them." 
Tears threatened. "I haven't told anybody about this for a 
long time," she said. She shook herself. "So, how did you get 
your powers, LeBow?" 

 "LeBeau," he said. "Oh, never mind. My power. Yeah." 
He cleared his throat and lay on his back.  

 "How is the pain?" she asked. 

 "I'm a quick 'ealer," he said, "but it 'urts a bit." 

 She gave him a bottle of whisky. He looked at it, then at 
her, with new eyes. "You are so beautiful, chere," he said. 
"You give me such nice things." He slugged some of the 
whisky down, felt it burn with a smooth chilly fire. His body 
felt looser, and he smiled a bit. 

 "Is a secret, chere," he said softly. "I never tol nobody 
this. Ever. So you an me keep dis to ourselves, no?" 

 "Our secret," she promised. 

 "Okay," he said. He shook his head. "I can' believe I'm 
telling you dis. 'Ere we go. I was a stupid kid, sissteen. I had a 
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girl. She was sweet on me, we were real close. But den," he 
shrugged, "den dis oder guy come in." Remy heaved a sigh. 
"He have bedder hair, more money, bedder car, a big 
beefcake of a guy. So my girl, he tinks he wants her. She lef 
me to be wit dis guy. Now member what I said, I was a 
stupid kid. I eavesdrop on dem one night. She call him de 
names she had for me, say she loves him forever, like she 
said to me. I couldn't take it. I didn't know what to do." 

 He looked at her sideways. "Dis de part you won 
believe." 

 "Go on," she said. "I want to know." 

 "Okay," he said with a shrug. "I look for dis stump, de 
old people say it was a tunnel straight to de devil. I whispered 
in it I'd trade my soul for revenge." 

 It got very quiet in their nest. 

 Remy cleared his throat. "Next night dis big man show 
up, all full of de devil. Scare de living daylights out of me. 
Stupid kid, remember." Remy licked his lips; they were 
suddenly dry. "He ask if I still wanted to trade, I said I did. 
So dat night I gave him my soul, and I went to dis man's 
house where my woman was. I went in. I…" He faltered, 
then closed his mouth. 

 "Den it was over," he said quickly. "She was de only 
one lef alive. I saw myself in her eyes. I saw the horror dere. 
She could never love me now. I knew dat. I had my revenge 
and dere was never anyting I wanted less. She couldn't love 
me and I couldn't love me either. I ran, an I got caught and 
pull in wid dis bunch dat shoot up de Morlocks. Not long 
after I escape. De res is history." 

 It was quiet for a long moment. They lay together just 
breathing. 

 "I think you still have a soul," Skids said. 

 "Oh?" he replied. 
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 "Yes," she said. "You're sorry, aren't you?" 

 "I am," he nodded. 

 "It's not like you can see, or smell, or touch a soul," 
Skids said. "I thought about that a lot after listening to the 
preachers at the homeless missions. I figure, if you think you 
have a soul than you do. And if you don't, maybe you do 
anyway." She shook her head. "I don't know how to explain 
it." 

 "I'm not my own man, chere," he said softly. 

 "You married?" she asked, something breathless in her 
tone. 

 "Noting like dat," he said. He shook his head. "I can' 
believe I just tol you all dat." 

 "I'm glad you did," Skids said gently. 

 Remy lay quiet, letting that sink in. 

 

March 22 

 Darkholme and Rachel stood watching the heavy 
equipment rumble down the ramp into the overflow 
corridors that led to a back access to the Alley. 

 "I wish to tender my resignation," Rachel said. "I will 
never be party to a slaughter like that again." She looked 
Darkholme in the eye. "You won't let me leave, will you." 

 "Let's get back to that," Darkholme said. "I think you 
did fine today." 

 "Sixty three dead, twenty eight wounded, a number that 
escaped," Rachel said levelly. "That was a slaughter. An 
atrocity." 

 "Those numbers are much lower than my projections," 
Darkholme shrugged. "Somebody sabotaged the nerve gas 
bomb. You are right, though. It was a slaughter. It was an 
atrocity. A war crime with no war to go along with it. Not 
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yet, anyway." She looked Rachel in the eye. "You got to feel 
every death, but you didn't buckle. You didn't break down in 
the middle of it. You waited until the end then went and 
threw up. And now you're being calm about wanting to 
leave. You are a treasure, Rachel. You couldn't have 
performed any better with this test if I had given you the 
answers beforehand." 

 "Be that as it may," Rachel replied grimly, "Let's get 
back to the part where I leave." 

 "You can't leave," Darkholme said simply. 

 "Why not?" Rachel asked. "You'll kill me?" There was 
an edge to her voice, a very sharp and dangerous edge. 

 "No, no, you have nothing to fear from the Project," 
Darkholme said, inspecting her fingernails. "Your father is 
looking for you. If you leave now, before I'm done training 
you, he'll kill you out of hand." 

 Rachel was suddenly pale. "Who is my father? How do 
you know who my father is?" 

 Darkholme looked her in the eye. "I know a lot of 
things, Rachel, including your last name. I know your father. 
I've done my best to keep you hidden from him. Stay with 
me, and I'll turn you into a weapon that can survive him. 
When the time comes. You'll never have to see this kind of 
slaughter again, I promise. Besides, there's a conversation we 
need to have." 

 She coolly met Rachel's stare. She smiled. 

 Rachel did not leave. 

* 

 Remy adjusted the cuffs of his jacket, and glanced over 
at Skids. "Tank you, chere," he said. "You saved me." 

 "You saved me too," she said softly. "Take me with 
you, Remy." 

 "Oh," Remy winced. 
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 "This place is just too painful for me," she said quickly. 
" My friends, my best friends are dead. There are only a 
handful of Morlocks left. It's not coincidence that I found 
you, Remy. Take me away from this. From the pain and the 
killing. Remy, please. Let me come with you." 

 Remy felt nausea as his mind spun off along another 
track. 

 "What about Leech?" he said. "Does de kid want to 
come too?" 

 "He would if I asked," Skids said, surprised. "Why do 
you… ah," she said, blushing. 

 Remy shrugged. "If it is hard for you it is hard for him 
too. We should bring him." Remy hated himself thoroughly 
and roundly as he thought of another woman with a 
southern accent, another woman he couldn't touch. Not 
without help. 

 "I'll go get him," Skids said. She turned and skated off 
down the corridor. 

 Remy sighed, deep, and dug a cigarette out of his coat. 
No lighter. He charged the tip just a fraction of a hair, and it 
glowed red. He took a drag, and his cigarette was lit. 

 Remy hesitated; something not right. Then he sniffed, 
and came fully awake. He took a step to the side, spinning to 
look behind himself. His hand darted into his coat, and he 
pulled out a card. It began to glow as he charged it. Then the 
glow sputtered and died. "No," Remy whispered. 

 "LeBeau," growled a voice in the darkness. A square 
shouldered blonde man stepped out, his blue eyes glinting 
like glaciers. "You haven't forgotten what you're supposed to 
be doing, have you?" 

 "No sir," Remy said quickly. He dropped the card. 

 "Good. Now quit dicking around with what is none of 
your business. The Morlocks are just a distraction, LeBeau. 
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Get on with your mission. You failed twenty years ago, and 
now it's time to make up for your failure. The target has been 
spotted in Hell's Kitchen. Get a move on. This time, if you 
fail, whatever you touch will charge up and kill you. Word to 
the wise." The big man smiled, heartless and cruel. Remy 
could feel the power radiating from him. The man waved, 
and Remy felt control of his ability return to him. 

 The big man stepped back into shadow, moving lightly 
for one of his size. In a matter of seconds, Remy was alone 
in the tunnel once more. He was pale, sweat rolling down his 
face, breathing hard. He tried to believe it was because of his 
injuries. 

 Skids t-stopped by him, and Leech jogged to catch up. 
Leech carried two duffel bags. 

 "I'd carry my own bag," Skids said with a rueful shrug, 
"but it won't stay on my shoulder. 

 "I got dis," Remy said, scooping up both bags. He 
glanced around. "Les go to Hell's Kitchen," he said… 

* 

 Darkholme looked over Garrett, Ebony, Hunter, 
Harpoon, and Rachel. They stood in an abandoned lot 
behind a department store that had a loading dock that 
opened to a basement that had a service corridor that led to 
an area near the Alley underground. 

 "Time for marching orders," Darkholme said crisply. 
"Hunter. Keep an eye out for Remy. Check in once a week, 
or when you find him. I want his scruffy head. Clear?" 

 "Crystal," Hunter growled. "I will find him." 

 "Harpoon, give Garrett whatever help he needs. In the 
meantime, see if you can hunt down some more of the 
escaped Morlocks." 

 He nodded. Darkholme turned to Garrett. 

 "You let LeBeau get away," she said. 
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 "I did," he said. "I'm sorry." 

 "I'm putting you in charge of the Alley anyway," she 
said. "Get those bodies buried and follow the construction 
plans. If there's a problem, Harpoon is your troubleshooter. 
Get familiar with the local law. Okay?" 

 "I'll do it," he said. "You can trust me." 

 Darkholme nodded. "Ebony, see if you can't reacquaint 
yourself with your old friends in New York and work out 
something mutually beneficial in resource sharing. Garrett 
has the last word if you need authority to cut a deal." 

 "You got it," he said, lighting a cigarette. 

 "You are all dismissed," Darkholme said, and they each 
went about their separate tasks. Darkholme turned to Rachel. 

 "Well, that's out of the way," she said. "Come with me. 
It's time we had that talk I've been promising you." 

 "Whatever the Project is doing, the stakes are getting 
higher. Aren't they," Rachel said coolly. 

 "You have no idea," Darkholme said with a secret, 
vicious smile as they approached the waiting helicopter. 

* 

 "Sarra," Callisto murmured in the dark. In a moment, 
the young woman was at her side. 

 "Yes?" 

 "I have a task for you. For you and the new one." 

 "Name it," Sarra said. 

 "The woman Darkholme. Find her. Kill her." Callisto 
lay back, exhausted. 

 Sarra nodded, then retreated. She sent a runner, then 
settled against the wall to wait. 

 Wilson strolled up. 
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 "What's the word?" he asked. 

 "You'll like this," Sarra said, turning, a cold gleam in her 
eye. 

 "Must involve shooting somebody." Wilson grinned, 
sending fluid streaking down the ruin of his face. 

 Sarra walked out of the hideout and into the tunnels, 
followed by Wilson. "Not just shooting somebody." She 
stopped and turned to face him. He saw ridges and knobs of 
bone twisting her face. Her eyes were serious in the dim light 
of the tunnel. "Callisto knew she would lose to the invaders. 
She kept me and a few others out of the fight. She thought 
the rest would fight, then escape. She underestimated 
Mystique's forces." 

 "Easy to do," Wilson said with a nod. 

 "She trusts you already," Sarra said, her voice low and 
dangerous. "I do not. Our task is to find and kill Mystique. 
Darkholme. The shapeshifter. Are you in?" 

 "I am so in," Wilson said. "And, believe it or not, I know 
where their base is." He grinned like a madman. 

 "Then we have work to do," Sarra said. The two of 
them headed off down the tunnel as the walls vibrated with 
the rumble of heavy machinery, nearby. The work on the 
Alley had begun. 
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Blade in the Dark 
 

April 5 

 The two men stepped out of the doors at the front of 
the courthouse and headed down the long ramp of stairs. 
One man was slender, with a slightly wild sweep of auburn 
hair. He wore sunglasses and carried a long white cane. The 
other was pudgy, and he looked exhausted. 

 "Hey Matt," the overweight man said, glancing wistfully 
around. "Remember when we came out of the first trial and 
you couldn't even see to the street there were so many 
reporters?" 

 Matt raised an eyebrow. 

 "I mean when I couldn't even see the street. And you 
couldn't hear it," the chubby man said quickly. 

 "The second appeal carries a little less human interest," 
Matt said dryly. "Graft and legal maneuvering lack the 
pizzazz and ad-selling power of the keelhauling of an 
industrial giant." He smiled at his own pun, then stopped and 
stretched. "I can hardly believe it's over. I thought we'd never 
get through, Foggy." 

 "But we did," Foggy said firmly. "It took two appeals, 
but you got Fisk acquitted."  

 "Sure did," Matt said ruefully as they resumed the stroll 
down to the base of the couthouse stairs. "It's been seven 
months." He shook his head. "Seven months of my life spent 
learning things about Fisk I never wanted to know and 
pulling every sleight of hand in the book." 

 "And a few strokes of incredible luck," Foggy said, 
more subdued. They were both thinking of a couple 
witnesses that had abruptly decided not to testify, or had 
simply vanished. Their skilled legal defense had been assisted 
by… other methods. Methods that Fisk had employed that 
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involved other aspects of his diversified empire. The lawyers 
had not been consulted or informed, but it was difficult not 
to notice the quiet, shadowy pressure that had been applied 
strategically through the process. 

 "Doesn't feel like victory, somehow," Matt said softly as 
a car pulled up to the curb. 

 A window rolled down in the car. "Hey there, 
handsome, need a lift?" said a perky voice. 

 "You bet," Foggy grinned, letting himself into the back 
seat. Matt shook his head with a smile and opened the door, 
dropped into the car, enveloped in the faint scent of 
perfume. 

 "Thanks for bringing the car around, Karen," Matt said, 
pulling the door closed. 

 "No problem. For my legal eagles, anything, right?" she 
said mischievously, pulling out into traffic. "We're supposed 
to go to the Hellfire Club, Fisk is celebrating in a private 
room." 

 "Appropriate," Matt murmured to himself, his hands 
twisting on his cane. 

 "I can hardly believe you guys," Karen said. "First Fisk 
got nailed with charges of conspiracy to murder, corporate 
espionage, insider trading, and a half dozen other violations 
that stupid reporter Urich did the story on. You still managed 
to drag his considerable fat out of the fire. You two are 
magic." 

 "Don't be too hard on Urich," Foggy grinned. "If he 
hadn't spread all that slanted information in the papers right 
before the trial, then there's no way we could have delayed 
the jury selection long enough to work out the angles we 
worked out. Matt handled everything, man. They threw 
conspiracy to murder at him; blam, down it goes. What was 
that, Matt? That was the Concetti twins you discredited, then 
showed the pay stubs from that Chinese money laundering 
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joint to introduce reasonable doubt that Fisk was their only 
employer?" 

 "Something like that," Matt said, gazing sightlessly out 
the window and trying not to pay attention. 

 "And they never could prove those assassinations back 
in August and September were connected to Fisk." Foggy 
was quiet for a moment. "I can't believe that was so long 
ago." He shook it off. "But that's nothing to what he got out 
of the jury when he started busting out the evidence of Stark 
International's shady dealings overseas." 

 "Just reasonable doubt," Matt said. "That's all we 
needed, that's all I provided. Every international company 
has to bend a few rules, that's what I was demonstrating. 
That wasn't for the espionage, that was for the fraud charge." 

 "Because Fisk got nailed for espionage," Karen said. "I 
can't believe you worked an appeal out for that." 

 "New evidence," Matt said, sounding weary. "Fisk's 
people found… new evidence." 

 "I wonder what happened to Urich after that nasty 
story, anyway," Foggy mused.  

 Matt smiled faintly. "Fisk ordered a fruit basket with a 
nice note sent to his house. For his help with jury selection." 

 Foggy snorted, Karen chuckled. Then they were at the 
Hellfire club. She parked around back after showing a permit 
that had been lent to them for the evening. 

 A minute later, the three of them were escorted through 
the back door by the doorman of the club, a huge and 
powerful brute in a red suit. They entered the hallway. Along 
the sides, runners of soil had been embedded in the floor, 
and manicured ferns grew in the hallway. They went to a 
door with a peculiar symbol on it that matched the one on 
their pass, and they opened the black lacquered door. 
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 Inside was a bacchanalian feast. Presiding over the 
assembly was Fisk, a vast one-eyed man, his suit the size of a 
tent. He sat on a custom bench at the head of the table on 
the dais. Filling the room were various men in suits, from 
both sides of his empire. Some were given W-4 forms at the 
end of the year, others paid in kickbacks or brown paper 
bags stuffed with cash. All served their regent faithfully, 
inspired and controlled by an iron fisted grip of fear and vice. 

 Fisk's laughter boomed through the room like a living 
thing as the lawyers strolled in. "Mister Nelson and Mister 
Murdock! Welcome!" Fisk said. Foggy smiled as a cheer went 
up for them. Matt was almost breathless with the sound as 
his radar kicked into overdrive outlining the furniture, the 
dozens of people. And at the back, Fisk; the heft of his chest 
sucking air, his vast heart the size of Matt's torso, the 
impossible size and solidity of the man. 

 Karen guided the men up to the dais where they took 
their seat next to Fisk. Matt felt his head pounding. This 
close, he could smell Fisk; a peculiar mix of cologne, sweat, 
crisp new clothes, and an indefinable scent of power, both 
raw and refined. 

 They sat down and the room returned to chatter, shouts 
of laughter, the clatter of cutlery as the rich Mongolian 
barbecue and trimmings were consumed in vast quantities. 
Servers came in to refill the platters in a steady stream. 

 Fisk downed an unreal amount of cooked meat in one 
slurp, then turned his twisted, leering, hawkish features to his 
star lawyers. "Mister Murdock," he resonated. "You did a 
fantastic job. I've retained a cadre of lawyers from the start to 
assist with international affairs, but always before I 
contracted out for criminal cases. I felt it was unsafe keeping 
lawyers close to my heart, as it were." His smile broadened. 
"But I took a risk, hiring you and your partner right out of 
law school. I felt perhaps you would be amenable to my 
influences, and you could grow to be a valued part of my… 
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team. And so you have. My rookie squad carried the day. I 
could not be more pleased." 

 Matt felt Fisk's smile, felt the content thudding of his 
heart, heard the oily amusement under the fine words. Fisk 
knew. Fisk knew that Matt had dug deeper, found out too 
much, and still carried the case through to its completion. He 
had not touched his food, and he felt a sudden deep streak of 
nausea. 

 "You see," Fisk continued in a low voice, "juries, 
witnesses, lawmen, they all have a certain empathy with an 
honest man. A man of convictions. An upstanding man. 
That's just exactly, precisely what I need for the defense of 
my company and my person. You have a very bright future 
here," Fisk concluded with a chuckle.  

 "Thank you," Matt faltered, feeling like the huge man's 
heartbeat was hammering at his senses. He could feel the 
swish and tug of gallons and gallons of blood in the big man, 
sitting right next to him. He managed to struggle to his feet. 
"I—I need to be excused for a moment," he said. 

 "By all means," Fisk rumbled, his smile unshaken. If 
anything, deepened. He watched the blind man tap his way 
to the door and out to the hall. 

 A thick-set powerful man dropped into Matt's seat and 
turned to Foggy. "I don't get it," he said simply. 

 Foggy turned to look at him. The man had an olive 
complexion, his features were sharp and wide, he had the 
build of a wrestler with every muscle tuned for use in 
nuances of leverage. A thin mat of dark hair clung to the 
man's scalp. "What don't you get?" Foggy asked warily. 

 "Fisk could have plea bargained those charges to 
nothing," the man said. "He's celebrating after this legal 
battle that cost him quintuple what it would have cost to 
simply take the slap on then wrist and get on with it." 
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 "But you see," Foggy said carefully, eyeing the man, "an 
acquittal means he's not guilty. This won't go on his criminal 
record. Who are you again?" 

 "Percy," the man said. "I'm Fisk's new assistant. 
Replacing Ledge." 

 "Ah," said Foggy. "If you'll excuse me, I think I'll go 
find Mr. Murdock." Foggy got up and shuffled out, noticing 
Karen had already taken her leave for the evening. Perhaps 
her instincts had been sharper than his and she had 
recognized the den of thieves they had strayed into. 

 "Where is the restroom?" he asked one of the 
attendants. He was directed to the unobtrusive room next to 
the feast hall. Inside, he found Matt leaning on the sink 
counter in front of the mirror. 

 "Matt?" he said. 

 "A pirate crew and their one-eyed captain, in search of 
treasure," Matt said softly. "We work for a bunch of pirates, 
Foggy." 

 "Pirates with a hefty retirement plan, full medical and 
dental, a corner suite, salaries high enough to make a dent in 
our school loans, and steady work. Lest we forget," 
admonished Foggy. 

 "He's using me, Foggy," Matt said. "And I'm letting 
him." 

 "That's kind of what 'employer' means," Foggy pointed 
out tactfully. 

 Suddenly Matt froze. A scream, from outside. A woman 
in deadly agony of fear, screaming her heart out. 

 "Foggy, you can make my excuses?" 

 "Matt, please, man, don't go all weird on me again," 
Foggy pleaded. 

 "Thanks," Matt said, clapping him on the shoulder and 
whirling out the door. Foggy heaved a deep sigh, then looked 
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at his reflection in the mirror. He was vaguely unsettled to 
see that his face looked older than he remembered it. 

 Matt banged out the door, then paused. The night air 
swirled through his senses, his uncanny radar picked out the 
side of the building in exquisite detail, he felt the rush and 
rattle of dozens of heartbeats nearby. He waited for another-
- 

 The scream would be faint enough to anyone else 
standing where he did, but to him it was an inescapable blaze 
of sound and desperation. He sprinted out of view, into the 
alley across the parking lot from the Club. He choked up on 
the cane as he ran, pushing hidden studs to separate it into 
two clubs. With a deft and practiced move he tucked them 
into their holders in his modified jacket. Then he sprang, 
bounding off the lid of the dumpster to catch the fire escape. 
With the limber ease of an Olympic level gymnast he 
thoughtlessly tucked himself up, rolled onto the fire escape, 
and in a matter of bounds reached the roof. 

 From there, he dashed to the edge. It was too late. In 
the alley below, his incredible senses outlined a corpse laying 
broken and sprawled in the trash. He tugged his tie off and 
slipped it in his pocket, then slung off his jacket and took off 
his shirt. Quickly folding it with a special technique, he made 
it quite small and fit it into a pocket in his jacket, which he 
shrugged back on. He wore a dark t-shirt under his dress 
shirt, and now only his face and hands were not dark enough 
to blend with shadow. He slid down a drainpipe, kicked off it 
and the other side of the alley, and landed gracefully by the 
body. 

 He touched the body, and was startled to feel it well 
into the process of cooling off. She had been a very thin 
woman--no. No, she was a very thin woman now. But she 
had been… drained? Matt realized she didn't have enough 
blood in her. There was none on her clothes or the ground-- 

 Then he had barely enough time to hear the rustling 
concussion of a single heartbeat and the swish of fabrics 
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before he dove out of the way, an attacker springing from 
the depths of the alleyway. Feeling strangely protective of his 
suit, Matt planted his hands and propelled his jump further, 
landing on his feet facing his attacker. 

 His strobing radar realized his attacker was halfway up 
the opposite building. And sirens were closing in fast. Matt 
thought quickly and reached a decision. 

 Moments later the alley was empty save for the dead 
body. 

 On the roof, Matt ruefully put his shirt back on and 
straightened his tie. Then he strolled across the rooftops, 
returning to the Club. Karen probably hadn't gone far, and 
Foggy would worry. Matt kept a careful ear out for the 
faintest sign of his attacker following him. 

 But he heard nothing. And the heartbeat. Sort of… 
incidental. An afterthought, rather than the rhythm of life. A 
drained body left him feeling cold; had he run into a 
vampire? Were there such things? He suddenly wished he 
could ask Stick. His teacher, and the finest ninja warrior he 
knew, would have the answers. Even if he didn't choose to 
share them, he would know. Because Stick was always one 
step ahead. 

 But almost a year had passed since he had last seen his 
elusive mentor. Matt shied away from that thought and the 
circumstances that surrounded it. 

 "Being a lawyer, even a pet lawyer, is better than being a 
ninja," Matt murmured to himself. He clenched his hands, 
his terribly knowing hands, into fists. Whatever else he may 
be, he had never taken a life. 

 That seemed cold comfort as he walked across the 
parking lot. At the last minute he remembered to retrieve his 
cane from his jacket, snap it together, and tap along. Sure 
enough, there was Karen's car. He tapped on the window 
with the handle of his cane. 
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 She jumped, looked out the window. He smiled as he 
felt her heart race with surprise. 

 "Just me," he said. "I don't suppose you'd give a poor 
blind man a ride home." 

 "Get in," Karen said with a smile. 

 Matt got in, Karen started the car, and they pulled out 
of the lot. Matt wondered vaguely to himself. He wondered if 
Fisk knew he was more than he pretended to be. That leer. 
That assurance. Was Fisk just domineering one of his 
employees, or did he know? Did he know that Matt was 
more than he pretended to be? And if he did? 

 "Hey," Karen said sharply. "No brooding. Tonight you 
celebrate. I don't know what kind of existential angst is 
brewing behind those glasses, Counselor, but it's about time 
you let your hair down. It's just me here now." 

 He smiled at her. "Thank you. That angst was working 
up to a head. I'd much rather contemplate you than the woes 
of the universe in particular and my week in specific." 

 "As long as we're both clear on that," she grinned. 
"Tomorrow's Saturday, you know." 

 "I know," Matt nodded. 

 "So you don't have to go in to work if you don't want 
to," Karen prompted. 

 "When was my last day off?" Matt mused. 

 "So if you need to sleep in," Karen continued. 

 Matt smiled. "Let's go to your place," he said. 

 

April 6 

 Matt lay motionless in the bed, his eyes closed. Karen 
had purchased thick, heavy drapes to muffle the windows, a 
deep rug, and hangings on all the walls. The outside world 
rushed along the walls of the apartment, but in here there 
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was an oasis where the ceaseless chaotic tumbling of the 
world was muted and a half step removed. 

 Incense had diffused into the air from the night before, 
so that only keenly honed senses could still pick it out. Matt 
smiled to himself, thinking of Karen. She refused any light 
source when they were having their most intimate moments 
together, she wanted to share what he experienced. The 
darkness. The eternal, ever-present darkness. Matt smiled at 
the irony. She could never experience what he experienced. 

 In the kitchen, she padded along a circuit between the 
counter, the range, the refrigerator. Matt felt peculiar at the 
notion of having someone else settled in nearby. Someone 
besides himself moving around. He never entertained at his 
apartment, and he had lived alone since… he gritted his 
teeth. Since he was a teenager. A lifetime ago. 

 Bacon and eggs were sizzling; turkey bacon, brown 
eggs. She was toasting some dark wheat bread, and he caught 
the scent of passion fruit jam. He smiled to himself, and 
relaxed. Almost nine in the morning. He felt a strange surge 
of dislocation; he was not in his bed, not in his home, and he 
didn't have to be anywhere in particular today. He rolled out 
of bed and slipped into some sweats, strolled out to the 
kitchen. 

 "Good morning, beautiful," he said, and Karen gasped 
and turned. 

 "What did I tell you about sneaking up on me?" she 
demanded. 

 "You think it's sexy," Matt said with a grin. 

 "That's not what I said," she said, trying to be cross. He 
shrugged. 

 "Withdrawn," he said, settling onto a chair. "Good 
morning anyway." 

 She giggled, something nervous in her voice. Matt 
cocked his head. 
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 "What?" he said. 

 "I was just wondering if you were going to stay for 
breakfast, or if I was going to have to eat all this." She looked 
at him. "Usually this is the part where you tell me you've got 
briefs to go over, or you've got to get your morning run to 
think about a case, or Atlas needs to adjust his grip on the 
world and you've gotta step in to hold it up in the 
meantime." She tried on a smile. 

 Matt felt a pang. "I know, and I'm sorry. Look, today is 
yours, Karen." He thought back to when he had actually 
spent a whole day with his girlfriend. It had been far, far too 
long. "We'll go out together in daylight." He smiled a bit 
ruefully. 

 "Wow," she said, and he steeled himself against the 
unabashed wonder in her voice. "That's great, Matt!" 

 In that moment Matt decided that even if Atlas did need 
to shift his grip on the world, he'd have to work it out on his 
own because Karen would have his undivided attention 
today. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 "I wish you could enjoy the sunset with me," Karen 
said. "I feel a bit selfish." 

 "Don't," Matt said with a small smile. In the 
background, the calliope played and the Ferris wheel slowly 
spun. They leaned on the unyielding metal railings 
overlooking the river. "The air changes. The wind shifts, 
blowing in over the warm water. The whole world shifts, 
Karen. You may see the light change, but I feel the heat ease 
away, and the crickets start up. On a night like this, you can 
almost hear the stars blaze through the fading light." 

 Karen leaned against him and sighed contentedly. "They 
said that you were stringing me on, you know. That you 
weren't really interested in me, but I was a convenience. They 
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just don't know you like I do, Matt. I knew if I waited then 
sooner or later you'd get free of that case and there'd be time 
for us again." 

 Matt silently stroked her hair and looked out over the 
water. An unease was growing in his mind. He realized that 
all day he hadn't thought of the attack last night. His body 
itched to swap his shorts and t-shirt for leathers, to go 
exploring, fearless and invisible in the shadows. He just kept 
stroking Karen's hair. 

 She pulled away from him and faced him. "Matt. It's 
been a wonderful day." She hesitated. "You get tomorrow off 
too, you know." 

 He smiled gently. "I have some things at home I need 
to take care of. You're not the only thing I've neglected. I 
have some finances to sort out, laundry, stuff like that. If I 
finish, maybe I'll drop by later tonight." 

 She leaned her forehead against his chest. "Well, okay, I 
guess, I suppose I'll let you go home. But I'll see you 
tomorrow?" 

 "If not before," Matt said, and he kissed the top of her 
head. 

* 

 An hour later he had dropped his bills off with Foggy 
and his laundry off at the cleaners, and he was in a tight black 
leather outfit prowling the roof near the Hellfire Club. He 
idly wondered if the club was named for its location in Hell's 
Kitchen, the finest establishment in the whole run down 
area. The Club was definitely slumming; it belonged in a 
whole other tax bracket. He bounded off a flat, tarred roof 
and landed on the façade of the building next door. As he 
ran lightly along the six-inch ledge, he listened. 

 There, a gunshot. Even if it wasn't his prowler, it might 
be something he would want to involve himself in. He 
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realized he had missed his nightly runs more than he 
dreamed was possible as he sprang into action. 

 Three more shots, then a piercing scream--a man this 
time. Matt Murdock was not the one to respond, however. 
The leather clad figure that darted through the half-light of 
the nocturnal cityscape was Shadow. 

 Sirens had only just started in the distance as Shadow 
dropped into the abandoned lot. The scent of blood was 
heavy and fresh in the air. This time there was blood all over 
the ground, the litter and weeds of the lot. Shadow stealthily 
closed on the body. His senses whirled over it, radar 
outlining the still-smoking gun on the ground, spent shells, 
the ribcage of the man on the ground torn open. 

 This time Shadow was ready for the attack from the 
shadows. He sidestepped, foot firing out in a devastating 
kick. The shape with an erratic heartbeat spun out of the 
shadows, then rolled with the kick, sliding to a halt in the 
weedy lot. Tall, dangerously thin, the figure wore a long 
flowing coat that seemed to have been patched together 
from other fabrics. Shadow tensed, settling into a fighting 
pose. 

 "What are you?" he hissed.  

 The dark figure lashed out with a flurry of strikes. As 
Shadow reeled, spun, parried, and darted back under the 
onslaught he was startled by the ferocity and strength that 
drove the attacks, and also their complete lack of training. He 
was up against some kind of vicious savant, a combat 
machine honed and driven by a force more primal than 
training, or even fury. He realized that what he faced was 
driven by hunger, by an alien lust. He slapped attacks off 
course, whirled through a storm of vicious strikes, then 
slipped. 

 A snatching blow lashed across his shoulder and 
hooked on the leather on his chest, then flung him with 
disturbing ease. Shadow went loose as he slashed through the 
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air, then twisted in one fluid motion and bounded off the 
wall that would have crushed bones. 

 "Alright," he said, and the talking was finished. 

 He counterattacked. This time his strobing senses 
flashed attack patterns to him, and he drove a savage strike 
through an opening and caught the creature in the jaw hinge. 
Bone snapped. The creature withdrew for a moment, then 
sprang. Shadow swung a wheel kick to knock it off course 
then drove his fingers into the creature's ribs, snapping a few 
and punching one deeper, where a lung should be. 

 As he rolled out of the way and came up ready to fight, 
he was surprised as the creature stopped, hacked a bit, and 
pressed a hand to its side. The wound sealed, that much 
Shadow heard as bones creaked back into place. But the 
creature felt pain. That had hurt. The creature was breathing; 
slowly, to be sure, but it still used its lungs. 

 The creature swept up a bent hubcap and flung it; 
Shadow dove out of the way. And it was upon him, driving 
down like a hailstorm. It had renewed fury, and Shadow felt 
himself tiring as the impossibly strong blows crashed off his 
parries and blocks. His back to the wall, he kicked its legs 
from under it and as he dropped for a lethal strike it caught 
him by the throat and bashed his head into the brick wall. 

 As dark lights exploded in his skull, Shadow felt his face 
sprayed by brick powder as his head broke the wall. He 
struggled to remain conscious; he was suddenly on his back, 
a weight on his chest, impression of fangs-- 

 There was a sharp blow, and the lean creature that 
crouched over him spun off. Shadow clung to awareness as 
another figure joined the fray. With a swirl of coat and a 
flourish of a staff, someone pressed the advantage, driving 
the creature back. Then there was a peculiar hissing hum, and 
with a distinct crack an explosive went off. Confused, 
Shadow propped himself up on one elbow and cradled his 
head in one hand. Thick, warm blood rolled down past 
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sightless eyes to his face. A concussion at the very least. 
Must--stay--awake-- 

 "Hey dere, mon ami," came a peculiar breathy drawl. 
"You look like you got yer bell rung preddy good." 

 "Something like that," Shadow said through gritted 
teeth, fighting back nausea from the pain. "One got through. 
Isn't that the way. Thanks for the save." 

 "Seems to be my business," the newcomer said in a 
voice that could be rueful. He was tall, well over six feet, and 
lean. A long coat swirled around him, but he was most 
definitely alive and possessed of a regular heartbeat. Sirens 
wailed dangerously close. 

 "P'rhaps none of us should be ere just now," the 
newcomer said. He scooped up the slumped and smoking 
body of Shadow's attacker. "Can you get yourself to de roof 
of de apartment building dere?" 

 "Yes," Shadow said hoarsely, not willing to risk a nod. 
He pulled out a club, and stumbled over to the alley by the 
building. Once he had returned to the cover of darkness, he 
pressed a stud to fire a grappling head up out of the club, 
embedding it in the brick of the building. He climbed the 
slim nylon line hand over hand, applying his considerable will 
to keeping his head and not blacking out. He rolled onto the 
roof of the building, glad it was only two stories. The other 
two had made it up before he did. 

 Shadow realized there were two others on the roof as 
well. One was a trim young woman--maybe? His radar 
strobed around her but couldn't quite get a lock. He had 
never felt anything like it. The other was no larger than a 
child. Shadow hung his head, cradling it in his hands, and 
wordlessly rested. 

 "So what did you fight dis ting for?" the thin man asked, 
gesturing at the stirring figure in the patchwork coat. "He 
owe you money?" 
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 "Killing people. It was killing people. I tried to stop it," 
Shadow said. 

 "So you going to turn it over to de police?" prompted 
the lean man. 

 "What's your name?" Shadow said. 

 "I am Remy LeBeau," the lean man said. "Dis is Skids, 
dis is Leech. Dey are my fellow sideshows in our travelling 
circus." He smiled winningly. 

 "Call me Shadow, and the pleasure is mine," Shadow 
said. "I don‟t have a plan for what to do with him now that 
we caught him. Can't kill a helpless opponent. Besides, I 
want to know where it came from and if there are others." 

 "Maybe I can help," Remy said. "Leech?" 

 The kid stepped forward and gripped the tattercoat's 
head for a moment of intense concentration. Then the 
defeated creature lolled back. It started breathing shallowly, a 
thin and slow heartbeat becoming regular. 

 "What did you do?" Shadow demanded sharply. 

 "Watch your tone wit de kid," Remy said softly. "Leech 
has a special talent, shutting off dose extra liddle advantages 
people like you an me come to rely on." Shadow's focused 
senses felt a smile on Remy's face, heard it in his voice. 

 "Seems like you're involved in this," Shadow said 
carefully, feeling his pulse pound behind his useless eyes. "I'd 
ask why, but that might be rude. What do you plan to do 
now?" 

 "What we need is somebody who knows what to do wit 
dis," Remy said, gesturing at the still form. "Me, I'm not from 
aroun here. You know anybody might help?" 

 Shadow hesitated. For a moment, he listened to the 
police setting up the crime scene in the abandoned lot below 
the building, well out of sight. He tried to focus his senses, 
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screen out what he didn't need to hear. But his head rang and 
throbbed.  

 Then, like it or not, he had a plan. 

 "Can you carry it?" he said.  

 "You bet," Remy said, gathering up the still form. 
"Where we be goin?" 

* 

 "Nice," Remy said as he hefted the long, thin form of 
their prisoner through the door. "You own dis place?" 

 "Yes," Shadow said shortly. He had connected his 
clubs, and now he leaned on his cane. "On the other side of 
the gym floor is the door that leads back to the locker room 
and the bedroom." 

 "Bedroom?" Remy said as he walked across the floor, 
past the elevated ring. "I suppose dis would be one way to 
get de chicks." 

 "Owner used to live here," Shadow said, sinking 
gratefully down on a seat. 

 "You?" Remy asked as he walked through the doorway 
and snapped on the light, orienting himself. 

 "No," Shadow said softly. Skids stood in front of him, 
looking at him with concern, while Leech trotted after Remy. 

 "Are you okay?" Skids asked, concern in her voice. 

 "First words I've heard out of you," Shadow said 
evasively. "Must be hard getting a word in edgewise when 
he's around." 

 She shrugged. "Here, let me take that off. You're 
bleeding." 
 "No," he said, his voice hard. "No," he said again, more 
gently. "I'd just as soon you not know who I am." 

 She stared at him blankly for a moment. "Why would I 
care?" 
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 Shadow chuckled. "I suppose I take myself too 
seriously. Allow me my paranoia." 

 "Suit yourself," she said, a new coolness in her voice. 
She turned to follow Remy as Shadow leaned his head on his 
cane. Some meditation to control the swelling. He needed 
time to rest, focus, heal. Then he could dress his wound 
properly. He'd be fine. But he needed time. 

 Remy returned. "I got him on de bed back dere, Leech 
watch over him. You gonna make it?" 

 "I'll be fine, but I need some time," Shadow said. "I'd 
just as soon you not know who I am. Tell you what. You can 
go out and get some groceries or whatever, but why don't 
you stay here. I'll be back and see if I can get someone who 
can help." 

 "Do dat," Remy said, and Shadow caught the briefest 
impression; he was hiding something. There was a flicker of 
satisfaction in his voice. More was going on here than 
presented itself immediately. 

 Shadow struggled to his feet, and Remy watched with 
academic interest. "Want me to call you a cab?" he asked. 

 "No. I'll be fine. See you tomorrow night." 

 Remy nodded, and Shadow headed out into the night. 
He was a bit unsteady on his feet, but much better off than 
he had been on the rooftop. 

 Skids pushed off the wall and slid up to Remy, the floor 
gliding away under her frictionless feet. "Remy," she said 
nervously, "what are we doing here?" 

 "Part of de plan, girl," Remy said, lighting up a cigarette. 
He looked her in the eye. "Part of what I godda do." 

 "Do you know him?" she asked. 

 "No," he said, shaking his head. "But I recognize de 
way he fights. We're on the right track." 

 "Where does it go?" 
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 "Ssh," he said. "No more questions." 

 

April 7 

 By the time Matt had controlled the swelling with 
medication and biofeedback meditation, then eaten a bit of 
food and rested, it was almost four in the morning. He 
padded across his living room in his pajamas, and sighed as 
he settled down on the floor. 

 "Stick," he murmured to himself. He shook his head. "I 
can't reach you, that's for damn sure. But there is someone I 
might reach." He remembered. He remembered leaving a half-
dead ninja woman, battered and at the end of her rope, 
confused and fractured in body and mind and spirit, in that 
back bedroom of the gym. Where Stick had found her. Matt 
could only hope they were still together. For he shared a link 
with the woman. 

 "Stick and Elektra," he whispered. Then he settled into 
position, feeling the stiff needles of pain in his neck from the 
wrenching and pounding earlier that night. He focused, and 
that all went away. He slowly sank into himself, into his 
spirit, allowing all distractions to fade to nothing. 

 She was a better ninja than he was. As she wrapped 
herself in darkness, even when she had been his fellow 
student with Stick years ago, she had taken on the title of 
Silent. For a long time, the woman that had once had the 
name Elektra had been subsumed in a living death mask, 
known only as Silent, and everything about her that had 
drawn Matt had died. She had followed that dark road deep 
into the night, far enough to lose herself in the aspect of 
incarnated death. 

She had picked up a few tricks along the way. One 
was to forge a mental link. One that could be strengthened 
or suppressed, but not really severed. As he was drawn 
deeper and deeper into the depths of his mind, he looked for 
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it. The link he had shared with Elektra had been… unusually 
powerful. With Silent it was not less so. 

 He felt a peculiar sensation that was not from himself. 
He felt a cool breeze, felt for a moment her eyes flick open. 
He breathed her name.  

 Then he was back in his living room. He gathered his 
balance for a few seconds, then rocked forward onto his 
knees, back onto his feet, and stood in a fluid motion. 

 "I need a nap," he muttered. 

 

 Hours later, the sun warmed the inside of the 
apartment. Matt drifted to consciousness, his mind sending 
his radar flickering out in all directions to see that things 
were as he left them when he slept. 

 They weren't. 

 "Silent," Matt said, faintly surprised. 

 "You rang?" she said. Her heart beat normally, if a little 
fast. Her body was galvanized, shot through with traces of 
adrenaline. "Is this a trap?" 

 "No, nothing like that," Matt said hastily, standing. She 
took a reflexive step back. He showed her his hands to 
placate her. "I just need to talk to Stick." 

 "Oh," she said after a moment's hesitation. "I see. And 
you can call me Elektra now, if you please." 

 Matt felt his senses strobe over her much more 
carefully. She had lost weight; no, that wasn't quite right. She 
had lost a lot of weight, then got back enough to be healthy. 
Under the bandana that restrained her hair, strands poked 
out that were shoulder length. She was lean, as she had 
always been, but he could sense she had been through a life 
threatening emptiness. 

 "Do you have cancer?" he asked. 
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 "Love the chit chat," she replied dryly. "I don't have 
cancer. Stick shaved my head when I went back to him. I've 
had the joy of spending almost a year purging my system, 
trying to get rid of the influence of the Beast, of the Hand, 
trying to get clear of all that and back to who I was… 
before." She trailed off. 

 Matt felt a surge of emotion strangely like hope. He 
pushed it aside. "Look, I was attacked by a thing, it's only 
half human. A passerby helped me restrain it, Remy LeBeau. 
It's at the gym now. I was hoping Stick would have an idea of 
what to do with it, or what it is. And whether there are more, 
how it got to be the way it is. I think I want to cross examine 
this thing while it's awake. I thought maybe he'd have some 
ideas that would get the information more safely." 

 "I'll ask him for you," Elektra said. He felt her glance 
around. "I keep hoping you'll move," she said distantly. Then 
she turned, went into the other room, out the skylight door. 
She was gone, but her scent lingered. Matt remembered. He 
had lived here when he was training with Stick. He had 
brought Elektra here many times. First to spar. Then for 
dinner. Then... he shook his head and set his jaw. He should 
have moved when he left Stick. But he had stayed. And his 
nights had filled with studying of a different kind. 

 "And now I'm a lawyer playing ninja," he muttered to 
himself. "Who needs to get dressed to make it over to the 
gym before Stick does." He sighed. "After lunch." 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Shadow let himself into the gym, and his senses flashed 
around the room. Off to the side, by the lockers, Remy sat 
on the floor with Skids and Leech. They had a bucket of 
chicken. Leech was happily munching a drumstick, and it 
took Shadow a moment to recognize Skids. She leaned 
forward delicately held a wing, taking mincing bites. Her 
forcefield was off; he heard her heartbeat and felt her breath 
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for the first time. Remy had a mouth full of food as he 
glanced up to see Shadow walk in. 

 "Jus after one o'clock an you come in," he said with a 
grin. "An here ol Remy not expec you until dark." 

 Shadow wore a trench coat over his leathers, and he had 
not pulled the mask up until he had been ready to open the 
door. Now he walked in with a smile, feeling odd as he 
walked across the middle of the floor, in daylight, as Shadow.  

 "I reached my contact," Shadow said. "I want to be here 
when he comes." 

 "You do fas work," Remy said with a winning smile. "I 
like dat in a man." 

 "How is our other guest?" Shadow asked. 

 "Leech, he keep him under," Remy said. "You want 
some chicken?" 

 "No thanks," Shadow said. He stiffened, listening. Then 
he turned as the door opened. 

 A woman walked in, a bandana tied tight over her 
unruly black hair. A trench coat flared out behind her as she 
walked. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Some of her 
lines had a hollowness to them, but she was still focused and 
dangerous. 

 "Hello," Remy said under his breath. Skids glanced at 
him sharply. 

 "Elektra," Shadow said. "Where's Stick?" His senses 
flashed at Remy, felt him stiffen at the name, felt his heart 
skip a beat as though he had just lied. 

 "He wanted me to make sure it's not a trap," Elektra 
said. She looked directly at Remy, then Skids and Leech. "I'm 
sure he knows by now nothing here can hurt him. I'll take a 
look around." She brushed past Remy to the back, where she 
quickly satisfied herself that the only other one here was the 
sleeping half-dead man. 



 

356 

 The door opened again, and a short wizened man came 
in. Even in summer he wore a baggy coat and a knit cap 
pulled down tight over his head, canvas pants and tattered 
boots. He carried a shaped and balanced half a broomstick as 
a cane. 

 "Stick," Shadow said with a quick bow. "Thank you for 
coming." 

 The old man moved up to them with the peculiar half-
drunk walk of his, rhythmic and balanced as a sailor. He 
stopped in front of Shadow. Skids noticed that Stick was 
blind. 

 "What's with the goofy hat?" Stick demanded. 

 "I… I don't really want them to know who I--" 

 Stick snatched the leather bandanna mask off of Matt's 
face. "Skulking gear for skulking, disguise if need be for 
broad daylight. It's two o'clock in the afternoon and you're 
sneaking around in black clothes. Feels like the eighties all 
over again. Gonna hit me with a Chinese star next, pull out a 
butterfly knife." By now he had turned his back on Matt, 
who was furiously blushing, and squatted between Skids and 
Leech. 

 "Hey kids," he said. "Did that scoundrel Remy LeBeau 
bring you two into this?" 

 "Er… yes," Skids said. 

 "Heh. Kid always did have sand. Not so bright, though. 
You watch him. That scalawag is gonna try to get into your 
pants." He hesitated, listening to her heartbeat, then 
shrugged. "Never mind. Fair warning, he's gonna tell you to 
get lost next. Too late, kid, sorry." He turned to face Leech, 
on one knee, then he stopped.  

 He reached out and reverently touched Leech's head, 
then sucked a sharp breath in through his teeth. After a 
moment where no one moved, he dug around in his pocket 
and pulled out a battered whistle with a Chinese character on 
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the side. "My name is Stick," he said solemnly to Leech. "If 
you ever want me, you just come to Hell's Kitchen here and 
blow this whistle. Okay?" Leech nodded uncertainly. "Who 
would have guessed it," Stick murmured thoughtfully to 
himself. Then he stood and faced the last unacknowledged 
man in the room. 

 Remy shifted his stance and bowed to Stick, who 
nodded at him. "LeBeau," he said in his leathery old voice. 
"If you had finished your training with me, you would have 
been Bo. See, for the staff. LeBeau, Bo, Bo Peep. Heh. Ha 
haa." He ruffled Remy's hair, then walked around him and 
headed for the back. "So where's Mystery Guest Number 
Four?" 

 Matt shrugged off his surprise. Remy had trained with 
Stick? "Uh, in the bedroom," he said.  

 "You are blind?" Remy said, surprised as he looked into 
Matt's sightless eyes. "No wonder you got your butt kicked." 

 Matt gritted his teeth, walking around Remy to follow 
Stick. But Stick was already coming out of the bedroom, 
rubbing his hard hands together and grinning. 

 "No problem, no problem," he said. "Let him wake up, 
I'll fix it. In the meantime, get a tv on out here." 

 "But… you're blind," Skids said. "Aren't you?" 

 "It's almost time for Knight Rider," Stick replied, "and I 
love the sound of that wacky car." He grinned, showing off a 
few missing teeth. 

 Remy got the tv out of the other room and plugged it 
in, with Skids supervising, and Leech sitting cross legged on 
the floor by Stick, who also sat cross-legged on the floor. 
Apart from the flurry of activity, Matt and Elektra were 
suddenly very aware of each other. 

 "Damn, it's hot," Matt said suddenly, shrugging off his 
coat and walking over to the lockers. 
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 "Who would have guessed?" Elektra said, pursing her 
lips with amusement. "The end of August in Hell's Kitchen, 
and it's hot. My, what a lot of leather." 

 "Don't let me forget to get my hat back from Stick," 
Matt muttered as he began unbuckling the heavy leather coat. 
His hands were swift and sure. He shrugged his way out of 
the constricting leather and hung it in the locker, pulling out 
a shirt. "So, how've you been?" he asked a bit too loud, 
struggling with the awkward moment. 

 "It's been hard," she said softly, watching him as he 
pulled the shirt on. "Stick has been stripping the power of 
the Beast out of my blood and skin, breaking through some 
of the Hand conditioning." She hesitated. "A lot of wear and 
tear in that." 

 "What are you going to do once he's finished?" Matt 
asked, stepping out of the stiff leather pants. Elektra gazed 
out the front of the gym as he tugged on some shorts. 

 "Funny you should ask," she said distantly. "You know, 
when I was at the bottom, after Ledge and Fisk, I asked you 
if there would someday be a chance for us. If I could find my 
center and be whole again, leave the darkness behind me." 
She could not bring herself to ask a question. Only 
statements came to her. 

 Matt stood motionless, silent. She listened to all his 
silence had to say, then her jaw tightened. She turned and 
walked away, over to where Remy got the television working, 
her steps as light as though she were walking on rice paper. 
Matt let out a breath he did not realize he had been holding. 
He kicked his feet into slippers, stowing the rest of his gear 
in the locker. 

 Elektra walked past Stick, into the back rooms. Matt 
listened to her go, and he let the frustration well up in him 
and then he let it go. He thought of Karen. Yesterday. And 
he felt the surreal difference between the worlds he lived in. 
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 He listened to Stick's high, amused cackle as the car said 
something witty on the tv show. Leech joined in with a 
childish giggle. Matt almost smiled. He felt the urge to go sit 
with them, to just be there so when Stick was good and ready 
to have a conversation it could happen. He felt an old ache 
where he missed his teacher. Once gone from him forever, 
now within reach. And Elektra.  

 He abruptly closed the door to the locker, turned, and 
walked out of the gym back into the daylight of the hot 
street. Laundry. He had to pick up his laundry. As he walked 
down the sidewalk, slipping on his dark glasses and swinging 
his cane back and forth, he wondered what he really wanted. 

* 

 Remy stood on the roof, pondering the city in all its 
deepening shade. The sun was a baleful presence on the edge 
of the world, and Remy felt himself roast in the late 
afternoon heat. He let his eyes slide closed as he listened to 
Skids, who worked her way slowly and clumsily up the stairs 
behind him. It almost felt as hot as it did at home in 
Louisiana. 

 "Remy?" Skids said uncertainly from the doorway of the 
roof access. 

 "Over here, chere," Remy said softly. She got clear of 
the stairs and pushed off. One smooth glide carried her over 
the rough gravel to where he stood. 

 "Buck fifty for your thoughts?" Skids said with a shy 
smile. "It's all I got. Won it from Leech playing poker." 

 "Well, I am an expensive date," Remy said with a bit of 
a smile. "Jus tinking." 

 "Remy," Skids said hesitantly, "Who is this Stick guy?" 

 "He is a jonin, a teacher. He's de one who taught me 
how to fight years an years ago." 

 "So… why are we here?" 
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 "I was looking for Stick," Remy said. "Now I foun 
him." 

 "But Remy," Skids said, a bit impatient, "why? Are we 
going to be staying with them, or moving on?" 

 "Skids, Skids," Remy said. "Don pester Remy wit all 
dese questions." With a step, he was behind her. He draped 
his arms around her shoulders as best he could, balancing 
them on her frictionless field. Standing close enough to feel 
her body heat but not close enough to touch, he looked out 
over the city as he pressed against her field.  

 "I really want to feel your touch again," Skids whispered 
to Remy. He squeezed the field that separated them, just 
slightly. Then he hesitated. 

 "Leech," he said. "Was anybody watching de Mystery 
Guest?" 

 "I--I'm not sure," Skids said uncertainly. 

 "I bedder go check on Leech," Remy said, and he 
turned and entered the stairwell. 

 Skids felt very alone. 

 

 Remy glanced in the room and saw the half dead man 
laying motionless. He nodded, then went out to the main 
room. The television was off, and Stick was on his elbows 
and knees on the floor. Opposite him was Leech. Between 
them was a scatter of marbles. 

 As Remy walked in, Stick managed an inexpert flick of 
the crusher marble, and it rolled out of their crude ring only 
tapping one of Leech's marbles. Leech screeched with glee as 
Stick slapped his head and groaned. Leech's butt wiggled in 
the air as he lined up his own shot. 

 "Ello, boys," Remy said as he walked in.  

 "Ah, Remy," Stick said with a bit of a grin. "Back to kill 
me again, eh?" He laughed out loud. "Leech, you gotta watch 
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that character. Never know what he'll do next. And since you 
were wondering," he said to Remy, "Matt's gone home for a 
while but should be back soon, and Elektra is getting us 
some pizza." 

 Remy tried to play along with Stick's little joke as sweat 
beaded on his forehead. "You so funny, Stick." Just then the 
front door opened, and Elektra strolled in with pizza and a 
two-liter of pop. She walked all the way across the room to 
put them on the small table by the television. "Hope 
everybody likes pepperoni," she said. "I know Stick does, so 
the rest of you will have to deal with it." 

 Stick and Leech got up off the floor with the ease of 
children, and as they raided the pizza box Elektra poured 
some rice in a bowl and added water, then stuck it in the 
microwave. Her rice was cooking as the door opened and 
Matt walked in, his senses already flowing through the room 
to build him a picture. 

 "Just in time," Stick called out to him. "The Mystery 
Guest is gonna wake up soon." 

 "Pepperoni," Matt said as he walked up to the group. 
He sniffed, and pointed his nose over to Elektra. "Mind if I 
share your rice?" 

 A scrabble in the hallway, then something dark 
launched into the room. Surrounded by people with very 
good reflexes, Stick still somehow managed to get to the 
creature first. His stick shot out with the force of a shotgun 
load, cracking the monster's chest and hurling it back. Then, 
nimbly, the blind old man hopped to him and tapped him 
there; there; there. With a twist of his fingertips over the 
creature's heart, he seemed satisfied. He moved back three 
steps and dropped into an easy squat facing the sprawled 
guest. 

 "Wha?" gasped the mystery guest. He lay awkwardly, 
trying to move but just twitching. 
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 "Your strength, or at least some of it, will return in a 
few moments," Stick said gravely. "I have freed you of 
bloodlust. Now we can talk as people." 

 "How?" managed the twitching creature. 

 "Energy flow through the body makes us who and what 
we are," Stick shrugged. "I just moved yours. Would have 
killed anybody else. But you're half vampire. So you got a 
heart to fall back on." He grinned. "What's your name?" 
Everyone else stood and stared, not interrupting. 

 "I… I don't have one," the half vampire said in a thick 
voice. He shook his head, as though to clear it. "I have never 
been without pain or hunger since…" He focused his 
thoughts, concentrating. Then he gave up. "The past is 
strange to me." 

 "What do you remember?" Stick prompted. 

 "Somewhere dark and misty. Loud noise, a big city, big 
as this one. Then I got on a boat… something. Forever on 
the boat. But it was a big boat; waves the size of two story 
buildings. I killed all the crew, one at a time, but not every 
night. Then here." 

 "Before that," Stick said. 

 "Before that," the half vampire echoed. He focused his 
thoughts, wrinkling his forehead. "Before that. It is strange. I 
remember an endless encompassing dark. I… I slipped in 
and out of the world. I was… a servant. Then there was pain. 
Light." He shook his head. "None of the rest makes sense." 

 Stick nodded curtly. "You're a half vampire. You are so 
filled with dark energies you're no longer fully human. But 
you were once. Maybe you were captured as a child. 
Anyway," he said, standing effortlessly and stretching, "I can 
heal your addiction to blood and teach you other ways to 
siphon energy. I'll even name you if you want. But first you 
have to trust me." He extended his hand to the half vampire. 
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 The young half-vampire looked at Stick's hand for a 
long moment, then grasped it. Stick helped him to his feet. 

 "So what… will my name be?" the half vampire said, a 
bit unsteady on his feet. 

 "Blade," Stick said, rubbing his hands together. "You'll 
be a natural. Got the stance and reach for it. And don't thank 
me. You'll hate me soon enough. All of 'em do." He looked 
like he was going to cackle, but he held it in. "Now you 
better get on the bed because you got about twenty seconds 
before you pass out." 

 Blade stumbled out of the room, and Stick turned to 
Remy. "Looks like we got your little problem sorted out," he 
said with a wicked grin. 

 "I knew we could count on you, Stick," Matt said wryly. 
The microwave beeped, and Elektra pulled out the rice and 
stirred it, then tossed it back in for a few more minutes. 

* 

 "Mister Stick?" Skids said hesitantly. He was dozing in 
front of the Three Stooges turned down low. The gym was 
otherwise quiet except for the drone of traffic in the concrete 
corridor outside. 

 He roused himself, blinked, rubbed his nose with the 
back of his hand. "Skids, right?" 

 "Right," she said with a bit of a smile. "Um… Remy 
told me about how you… turned off the powers of that half 
vampire thingy. Is that… permanent?" 

 "It will be when I'm done," Stick shrugged. "It'll hold 
for a while. Nothing to worry about." He smiled his gap-
toothed smile. 

 "Could you do that to me?" she asked steadily. "Turn 
off my field?" 
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 Stick's smile faltered. "You'd regret it," he said. His 
smile was gone completely. "It's part of what makes you who 
you are." 

 "I want a job and a home and a family," Skids said 
firmly. "Not a frictionless force field." 

 "Gonna hafta think about it," Stick grumbled, his chin 
on his chest as he slouched in the chair. Skids bit her lip. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 Just then the door to the gym flew open, and Elektra 
tumbled in and popped up to her feet with a breathy laugh. 
Matt sidestepped in and kicked the door shut, settling into a 
stance, trying not to chuckle. He had a smear of ice cream by 
his nose and cheek. Elektra did a cartwheel that turned into a 
flip, and she was in the boxing ring. She kicked her shoes off 
with practiced ease and settled in her jeans and t-shirt, hair 
flying wild. The bandanna had fallen off somewhere, and her 
wispy black hair was freed and in no mood to behave. 

 Matt took a running spring and he cleared the ropes and 
neatly tumbled to his feet facing her. "Think you can just 
push my ice cream into my face and get away with it?" he 
said, wasting a lot of energy and focus not laughing. 

 "Prove me wrong," she taunted, her face looking almost 
elfin as it was pulled up into a mischievous grin that could 
have been stolen directly from Stick. Neither of them noticed 
Remy leaning in the doorway that led to the back hallway, 
watching Skids and Stick and them as well. 

 Matt settled into stance, letting her take the first shot. 
She obliged, spinning to the side and slinging a blow at his 
head. He blocked as he spun into a kick, which she ducked 
and struck at his knee, which he twisted and bent to deflect 
the force of the blow. They faced off again, then whirled into 
motion around one another. 
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 Her scent came back to him; subtly different but yet so 
her that his guts ached with memory. He felt her chi flow, her 
aura, he spun through her as their flesh touched and touched 
and touched. The force whipped out at each other and was 
deflected, hard and soft, rapid and slow, bright and dark. 
They formed the Tao, move and counter, each carrying at 
their center an echo of the other yet so different, almost 
opposite. 

 Matt could only vaguely reflect that this was passionate, 
intimate, almost sex in its physical engagement and closeness 
of body, mind, and spirit united in effort. He tasted her 
sweat. He touched her again and again, she struck and 
blocked and counter-struck, and he felt her not kill him in a 
mock battle that could easily have been lethal if the 
combatants were not so carefully skillful. Every move had a 
counter, and they flowed through combat, neither wanting to 
win, neither wanting to lose. 

 Then Elektra stopped and kicked back to a corner. She 
stood ready to bow. Matt did as well. They bowed and closed 
the match, then stood facing each other. What had been 
under a minute had felt like hours. Elektra peered into Matt's 
eyes, he breathed her in. 

 She held an unstoppable swell of emotion in and 
slipped out of the ring, disappeared into the back of the 
building. Matt stood with his head down for a long moment, 
then he headed to the locker rooms for a long, cold shower. 

 A tear slid down Skids's cheek as she watched them go. 
"They love each other so much," she whispered. Remy 
stepped up behind her. 

 "Remembering tings is painful," he said quietly. 

 "You don't know those two?" Skids asked. 

 "What, de blind guy and de woman? No. I was before 
dere time. I trained wit Stick back in eighty three." 

 Skids giggled through her tears.  
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 "What?" Remy asked. 

 "Oh, nothing," Skids said, blinking the tears out of her 
eyes. "I was born in eighty five." 

 "Yeah, well," Remy said, setting his jaw, "I was only 
seventeen." He shook his head. "Born in eighty five. Good 
ting I'm well preserved." He turned to go and saw Blade 
standing in the darkened corridor, staring at him. 

 "What?" Remy said. 

 "You smell familiar," Blade said, his dusky voice soft 
and strong. "Your energy." Blade reached out and touched 
his face. Remy was startled at how cold the fingers were. 
"Why do I know you?" 

 "I have no idea," Remy said roughly. He brushed past 
Blade and headed for the roof access. 

 Blade stood by Skids, staring at her. A ghost of a smile 
crossed his features. 

 "You're pretty," he said. "Very pretty." 

 "Are you dangerous?" she asked in a small voice, 
wishing very much she was a ninja right now. 

 "I don't miss the bloody haze of need that filled my 
heart and eyes," Blade murmured. "But I won't push your 
luck." He turned and ghosted back into the bedroom, closing 
the door. Skids let out a held breath. 

 

 Matt heard Stick strolling up to him as he dressed after 
his shower. He tugged his shirt on and turned to face the old 
man. 

 Stick stopped, and tapped his stick on the ground 
between his feet. "You missed her," he stated. 

 "You didn't get involved last time, or the time before 
that," Matt said, trying not to sound frustrated. "Why don't 
you stay out of it now too?" 
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 "I did too get involved last time," Stick said. "She was a 
burden, I took her off your hands, all blown up as she was." 

 "Look, what do you want?" Matt asked more harshly 
than he meant to. 

 Stick shrugged. "I'm helping Elektra find her way back. 
You're the only surviving person that she still wants to be 
close to. You could help. You could help a lot." 

 "You didn't want to help her 'find her way back' when 
she came to you after her father was killed," Matt said, 
feeling anger welling up that he wasn't sure he wanted to 
stop. "She came to you wanting to learn enough skill to 
avenge herself on her father's killers. You didn't seem 
interested in her redemption then." 

 "Sure I was," Stick said. "Maybe we don't see 
redemption the same way. I kept her long enough to give her 
the tools she would need to fight that battle, either inside her 
soul or with her father's killers." 

 "So what's with the interest?" Matt said, more thinking 
it through rhetorically than expecting a straight answer. 
"Something else is going on here. When I fell in love with 
her, back when I was just a kid, I wanted you to say 
something, to show that you approved or disapproved, hell, 
that you noticed. But you wanted to be all aloof. So why not 
just stay neutral, old man?" 

 "You always were full of demands," Stick snapped. He 
turned and left. "Still a stupid kid," he muttered under his 
breath as he stalked off. 

 Matt stood, slightly bewildered, wondering what had 
just happened. 

* 

 Remy walked steadily down the sidewalk back toward 
the gym, a half empty bottle of whisky tucked lovingly under 
his arm. He glanced down an alley as he sensed a rustle of 
movement, then Elektra was pacing him at his side. 



 

368 

 "Nice night for a walk," he noted. 

 "Stick never mentioned you," Elektra said. 

 Remy barked a laugh. "Dat was a long time ago," he 
said. "We din part on de best terms." 

 "It makes me wonder if Stick has ever trained someone 
through to completion," Elektra mused. "He kicked me out." 

 Remy stopped short to stare at her. "Really?" 

 She stopped too, and nodded. "My anger had grown 
past what I could master. I was furious with Matt, with my 
father, with the men who killed my father. With Stick. The 
Hand. Pretty much the world." She resumed walking, and 
Remy fell in step at her side. 

 "So," she continued, "I took on the Hand and lost, and 
their Jonin thought it was a better idea to… indoctrinate me 
than to kill me. He violated the First Rule and it finally 
violated him back." She smiled a small, secret smile. "So now 
I can master what's left of my rage. It was drowning me, and 
then there was the pain that consumed my whole soul. 
Now… now I'm just… numb. Empty.  Sometimes I wonder 
if that dark road is what Stick had in mind all along." 

 "Seems heartless," Remy said as they crossed the street 
two blocks down from the gym. 

 "Yes," she agreed decisively. "Tell me, what was Stick 
like then?" 

 "Jus like now, only a bit shorter and thinner. I tink he 
turn into a little gnome before he die." Remy smiled, 
something guarded behind the look. 

On the curb in front of the gym, Matt dropped into 
a cab. It pulled away from the curb as a ghost of a smile 
crossed Elektra's face. 

 "I guess he has to go home," she noted. She shook her 
head. "I can't remember having a home, it was too long ago." 
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 "I use to have a home," Remy said. "Dey foun it, shot it 
up, den dis spring she sank into de swamp. Verr sad. But I 
got Skids and Leech. Maybe we go find anoder house." 

 They stopped on the steps that led up to the gym. 
Elektra faced Remy. "There's more to it," she said softly, a 
thrill of steel in her voice. "You were looking for one of us 
when you found Blade and Matt. Since you don't know, or 
are pretending not to know Matt or me, it must either be 
Blade or Stick. You had all the opportunity you needed to do 
whatever you wanted to Blade. So I'm guessing you got 
lucky, you were looking for Stick." Her eyes narrowed. "Out 
with it, LeBeau. What do you want." 

 He smiled at her with his face but not his eyes. "Dat is 
between me an Stick," he said. 

 There was a long moment of silence. 

 "Something happens to Stick, dandelion," she said, "and 
I'll tear your still-beating heart out and feed it to you." She 
smiled at him with an echo of what she used to be. There 
was nothing amused in the smile, but he saw all her teeth. 
Then she turned from him and went inside the gym. 

 Remy watched her go, and as the door softly closed 
behind her he swore vehemently under his breath. He 
decided to give her a cigarette's head start, and he fished one 
out and lit it. He brooded, puffing in the cigarette, for a 
minute or two. Then he felt a tug, and he turned and stared 
into the alley across from the gym. 

 He saw the familiar hulking shadow, waiting. The 
shadow nodded, he nodded back. Suddenly he felt his power 
wobble and twitch under his control. Before he realized what 
happened, his cigarette charged. He flicked it out toward the 
street and it popped like a firecracker. He narrowed his eyes, 
glaring at the alley. "I'm working on it," he hissed. The 
shadow vanished among shadows. 

 Remy jumped to the side and swore again as Blade 
dropped from the roof and landed on the steps, every fiber 
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taut with concentration. He sniffed, his head snaking from 
side to side. 

 "Where?" he demanded hoarsely. "Something was just 
here. Something big." Hardly noticing Remy, he dashed 
across the street and vanished into the alley. 

 Remy let a smile tug at his features. "Best of luck, mon 
ami," he said wryly. Then he turned, ascended the stairs, and 
walked into the gym. 

* 

 Matt hesitated, key in hand outside his apartment door. 
The television was on. He caught a whiff of microwave 
popcorn. He opened the door quietly, his senses probing the 
place. 

 A familiar heartbeat on the couch. Karen. He smiled to 
himself, and noisily let himself in. 

 "Hello, Matt," she said somewhat distantly. 

 "Karen!" he said. "I didn't expect to find you here." 

 "Huh," she said. He heard her turn to face him. "Matt, 
is there someone else?" 

 "What?" he asked, surprised. 

 "Where were you all day?" 

 "I was visiting an old man I met in high school," Matt 
said truthfully enough. "We went to the gym. You have 
nothing to worry about." Somewhere in the back of his 
mind, he felt his heart skip a beat. 

 "You're sure," Karen said, doubt still lingering in her 
voice. 

 "Absolutely," Matt said. "What, do I need to prove it?" 

 She turned off the television. 

 "Ah," he said, diplomatically. 
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 She stood and walked over to him. He heard the rustle 
of her slip. "Matt," she said quietly, "I've had offers. There 
are a lot of wolves out there who can't stand to see a girl 
strung along. I'm not stupid, though. I picked the best one of 
all, the brightest and the most beautiful and the very most 
sensitive one." She stopped an arm's length away from him. 
"Did he choose me?" 

 "Karen," Matt said. "You were there for me when it 
mattered the most. Because of you I feel like I'm a part of 
everybody else's world, a real complete human being. I'm 
grateful for that. I don't know how to tell you how grateful." 

 "Then don't tell me," she whispered. She stepped into 
his space, and they embraced. But both of them were 
haunted by the same shadow… 

* 

 Elektra stood balanced on the ledge, breathing hard, her 
jaw locked, her eyes mean and glinting. In her hand she 
gripped a sai, her knuckles set. Stick was present behind her. 
She did not wonder how long he had been there. 

 He waited. 

 "I can't focus," she snapped. 

 "You aren't paying attention," Stick said. "You're too 
busy inside your head to see what's around you. Fix that and 
you will be able to focus again." 

 "I want it to go one way or the other," she said in a low 
voice. "I want him, or I want him out of reach. This is 
torture." 

 Stick nodded. "So it is," he said. 

 "How am I supposed to keep my balance then?" she 
asked rather sharply. 

 "Want something else," Stick said after a moment. He 
turned and walked away. 
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 Elektra closed her eyes and tried to force the 
connection shut, the feeling of Matt, of the intensity of what 
Matt was experiencing. It wasn't that simple. 

 "I am free of the burden of the ninja," Elektra breathed, 
"once again a student. But it isn't enough." Her eyes were full 
of tears as she stared up into the sky, starless in the gaze of 
the glowing city. "It isn't enough." 

 

April 8 

 Remy ducked and stabbed with the blunt staff, and 
Blade twirled out of the way. The half vampire whipped his 
staff around, down at Remy. Remy deflected the blow and 
used the momentum that crashed into one side of the staff to 
whip it around and crack across Blade's face. 

 "Enough!" Stick said. The two bowed and closed the 
combat. They turned to Stick. 

 The late afternoon sunlight slanted into the gym/dojo. 
For a moment it was quiet as Remy caught his breath, a bit 
envious of Blade. Blade stood unmoving. Stick nodded to 
himself. 

 "Tired yet? Hungry?" Stick asked. 

 "Not yet," Blade replied. "Maybe soon. I feel so 
strange." 

 "You're missing the bloodlust," Stick agreed. Elektra 
walked in from the back, taking her time as she approached 
the ring. 

 "Bo, out of the ring. Blade, you stay. Elektra," he said, 
gesturing to her. "Into the ring." 

 She looked surprised, but she climbed into the ring. Bo 
stood next to Stick, watching. Elektra and Blade bowed and 
opened, then settled into stances. 

 Blade struck, fast and confident. Elektra was out of his 
way with the speed of a snake's lash. She collapsed his knee 
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from behind and dropped her knee on the back of his neck 
as he plowed down onto the mat. 

 "Point," Stick belted out. Elektra rolled back, and Blade 
bounded to his feet, quivering with embarrassment and rage. 
"The lesson here," Stick said mildly, "is that you should not 
be overconfident. Fight." 

 As the two squared off again, the door opened and Matt 
walked in. He looked tired; his step was slow, his shoulders 
slumped. He approached and sat on a chair as Bo and Stick 
watched Elektra and Blade circle. 

 Blade took a quick step towards her, and she kicked his 
foot so he landed off balance. Undeterred, he lashed at her 
with a double fisted strike. She guided the blow away with a 
flicker of movement and drove her forehead into his eye 
socket with a meaty clack that staggered him for a moment; 
she had moved a lot of Chi in that strike. He regained his 
balance. She squared off facing him. 

 "Girl knows her footwork," Stick said, amused. 

 "I was wondering," Remy said, "when I was in de ring 
being chased by dat monster. Does dis mean I am your 
student again?" 

 "Ah, Bo," Stick said with a smile. "For a trial period. I 
don't want to let you in to be a student if you just turn 
around and leave a year or two later." 

 "Yeah," Matt said, his voice somewhere between 
amusement and bitterness. "You'd never want a deserter 
back." 

 Stick turned to face him, an eerie and disconcerting 
move for the blind man. He rapped his stick on the floor 
once, hard, gaining everyone's attention. "Matthew 
Murdock," he said in his gravely old voice, "I formally invite 
you to return to your training." 

 Matt scowled. "I'm not a killer," he said simply. "That's 
why I left the first time. That's why I'd have to leave again." 
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 Stick shrugged. "You won't have to kill anybody. 
There's a lot of other things to learn." He hesitated. "Please." 

 Matt sat, rigid, unbelieving. He couldn't have just heard 
that. 

 "I--I'll have to think about it," he said. 

 "Don't think too long," Stick said, turning back to the 
fight. "Resume!" 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

 Remy watched Matt hastily stand and retreat, leaving 
the gym. He let a bit of a regretful smile cross his face, then 
he left the room quickly and silently and almost unnoticed. 

 He headed down the fire escape in the back to the alley. 
There, he saw Skids and Leech. 

 "What's going on?" Skids demanded. "Why did you 
send us out here? And where have you been?" 

 "I was goin to talk to you," Remy said earnestly. "Stick 
caught me, had me spar. Look, dis de time for you to be 
goin." 

 "What?" Skids said incredulously. 

 Remy fished a roll of bills out of his pocket and tossed 
it to Leech. "Dere is about five hunner dollars. Head south, 
bedder weather down dere. If you go to New Orleans, see 
Patch Bob, Louis da Fixer, or Ently Auto shop." He handed 
Leech a card with names and phone numbers. "You get into 
serious trouble, I mean bad, call Logan at de number at de 
bottom. Don take no for an answer until you talk to him, tell 
him you know me." 

 "No," Skids said with a defiant gesture. "You can't just 
brush us off like this, Remy." 

 "If I live, I'll explain, promise," he said quickly. "Now 
go. Please." 
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 Leech gazed up at him mournfully, and Skids fought 
back frustration, pain, and anger. "Remy--" 

 He saw the tears well up in her eyes, roll down her 
cheeks. He took a moment to compose himself. He put his 
hand flat against the field surrounding her face, her tears 
untouchable. "Chere," he said as gently as he could, "dis is 
dat fate I tol you about. I godda kill dis man. I don wan you 
here for dat. If you really love me, go now. I can find you 
lader if I make it troo dis alive." His eyes were deep and 
sincere beneath the red and black façade. "Go. Please." 

 Skids and Leech backed away uncertainly, then turned 
and walked to the mouth of the alley. They looked back at 
Remy, who waved to them. He was determined to show no 
emotion, no crack in his resolve that would bring them 
running back to him. They walked out onto the sidewalk, and 
he felt alone. 

 And it felt good. Because he was about to do something 
very bad. He ran his hands through his hair, breathing deep, 
feeling his power wobble beneath his control. He was losing 
it. Time was almost run out. 

 "Damn impatient devils," he muttered under his breath 
as he stomped back up the back steps into the gym's small 
kitchen. He walked out to the sparring room, and glanced 
around. 

 The only man in the room was Stick, seated on the floor 
meditating. Remy rubbed the back of his neck dubiously. 

 "Gone," Stick said suddenly, startling Remy. "They 
broke their staves, so I sent Blade and Elektra to get more 
weapons." He gestured casually at the broken hafts. "They 
need to learn to control their strength and focus." There was 
a smile in his voice. 

 "Den if you not busy, dere is someting I want you to 
look at," Remy said casually, scratching the back of his neck. 
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 "Of course," Stick said, smoothly rising and turning to 
face Remy. "I'll 'look' at it if I can. Stupid kid." Stick smiled 
affectionately. 

 "It's in de basement," Remy said. "I was lookin aroun 
an I foun de ol boiler dat use to heat dis place. I caught 
Leech sleeping in it. I was wondering if you could tell me if 
dat's safe or I need to tell him to move." 

 They reached the bottom of the stairs. Remy opened 
the heavy metal fire door that led into the room with the 
boiler, and like a true gentleman he gestured for Stick to go 
first. Stick padded into the room, his senses bouncing off 
everything inside. 

 With a sudden burst of strength, Remy threw himself 
against the door and bolted it. He slapped his palms flat on 
the door and grunted as he focused all his desperate fear and 
anger through his power, rapidly charging the door. 

 "Clever," came an amused voice from inside the room 
as the whole door, the door frame, and the bricks of the wall 
began to hum and sear, red then white with barely contained 
energies. 

 Remy sprang away, up the stairs in two bounds, threw 
himself at the back door and through it, airborn. A screech 
of unstable energy erupted— 

* 

 Matt walked aimlessly down the streets of Hell's 
Kitchen, lost in thought. The street held no fear for him. He 
tapped rhythmically with his cane, as much to focus his 
thinking as anything else. Then the neighborhood was rocked 
by a tremendous blast. Windows shattered, dust thudded up 
from the cracks in the sidewalk. Car alarms went wild all 
around.  

 Matt focused, drove the other piercing noises out, 
began to stumble back. Could it be? Could that have been 
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the gym? His heart leaped up in his throat as he sprinted, 
cane forgotten in his loose grip. 

 Three blocks down, two over. The gym was a raging 
crater of fire; the gas line had gone, triggered by a massive 
bomb. Buildings a block in every direction were damaged. 

 Against the flaring and flickering background of energy, 
Matt's senses picked out a lean form. The thin man saluted 
the ruin, then darted away. 

 He moved like a ninja.  

 Matt was after him in a heartbeat. Remy must have 
sensed him coming, because he glanced over his shoulder 
and saw the determined lawyer closing fast. He bounded up a 
broken, burning fire escape with Matt in close pursuit. 

 On the street across the way, a car screeched to a halt 
and a man and a woman sprang out. They spotted Matt and 
Remy like two squirrels, darting up the fire escape. Blade and 
Elektra each carried a black case, and they tore off after the 
chase. 

 No chance. Now there was no chance. Matt felt the 
despair thud in the echo of his heartbeat as he pushed 
himself, squeezed extra inches out of his tight maneuvers. He 
was gaining on the taller man, taking daring chances. But 
Remy was almost suicidal in his abandon, flinging himself 
over fire, across gaps. He reached the roof running, his heart 
still moderate and cool in its beating. He was a roof rat born. 
Matt had not allowed himself to get out of shape either, and 
he lengthened his stride. 

 The two of them darted across the unstable building, 
flung themselves over the gap between that building and the 
next, and landed sprinting. Remy hopped up lightly and 
fluttered his legs like pistons, balancing with incredible speed 
across a clothesline. Matt dove after him, catching the line 
and letting his weight snap it. He slung down to the side of 
the building as the rope ripped out of its mooring and 
cracked hard against a window. An inattentive woman with 
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her hair up in curlers blinked, but Matt was already up over 
the side. 

 The two men slid around a cable antenna, then Matt 
soared through the air in a jump that Remy barely rolled to 
evade. Both men were on their feet, running flat out along an 
apartment building roof, gravel spraying up behind their 
almost supernatural strides. 

 Remy dove off a roof like a cliff diver, across a narrow 
alley and through an open window. He landed in a light 
tumble that ended upright, and he whirled through the hall, 
past the doorway to the room with the television playing 
quietly to itself. A man and a woman were on the couch, 
passionately kissing. 

 Remy reached the door and unlocked it before he 
ducked and spun, desperately warding off Matt's furious 
assault. The cane was in two pieces, and the sticks whickered 
and whirled as Remy slapped them aside. Then Remy shot a 
blow through Matt's defenses, almost breaking the arch of 
Matt's foot. As Matt jumped back to protect himself, Remy 
was out the door. But Matt followed before he could lock it. 
The couple on the couch looked up, hearing something. 

 Meanwhile, Matt flung a club at Remy. The agile target 
slid to the side, caught the club, and spun with it. In the 
hallway the two men traded blows, never hitting the clubs 
against each other in a delicate strike counterstrike dance of 
vicious consequence. 

Remy snapped a shot across Matt's face, spinning 
him into a wall as a woman came out of her apartment with a 
basket of laundry. Her eyes widened as Remy ducked into the 
stairwell, followed by Matt. The blind man gripped his face, 
trying to focus on deadening the pulsing agony of the shot 
that may well have blinded one eye if he was not already 
blind. 

 But he would die before he let Remy go. Matt pushed 
himself to follow Remy as the lithe man slid out a window, 
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along the ledge running nimbly, dove down to land on the 
roof of a bus. Matt followed, landing in a tumbling roll and 
popping up ready to fight. The two men squared off, each 
with a club. 

 "You are persistent," Remy said, winded. 

 "I wasn‟t finished with Stick," Matt said through 
clenched teeth as blood trickled down the side of his face. 

 "We'll see about dat," Remy said. 

 Then the shuriken hissed through the air and thudded 
into his achillies tendon. Remy gasped with the sudden shock 
of pain, glancing down to see the throwing blade buried in 
his ankle. He stared around wildly to see her on a bicycle, 
pedaling hard as she readied another blade. 

 "How?!" Remy managed, staggering. 

 Matt's smile was cruel. "If I can sense you, so can she," 
he said. "We will catch you." Remy glanced at him, then 
rolled off the bus and bounced to the pavement, sprinting 
down an alley. Matt was after him in a flash. 

 Two more stars pinged into the brick in front of Matt as 
he ran. His sensitive fingers reached for them, tugged them 
loose as he spun along the wall, and released them all without 
him losing a step. The shuriken hissed through the air, one 
catching Remy in the shoulder as he dodged the other. He 
spat a curse and ducked down, running harder than ever.  

 Leaving blood. 

 Matt pounded after him, his heart racing, a stitch 
threatening in his side. Remy would not escape. No matter 
what. 

 Remy reached the side of a building, where a fire escape 
ladder hung a tantalizing twenty feet from the ground. He 
bounded up, bounced off a dumpster, off the side of a 
building, and he sailed through the air. He caught the bottom 
rung, rapidly scaled it. But he was favoring his wounded 
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ankle. He had not pulled the blade out of his ankle yet, for 
that might compound the wound. He whirled up the tiers as 
fast as he could. 

 Remy glanced to the side and saw that the ornamental 
façade of the building had a number of handholds on the 
corner. Elektra was swiftly climbing, faster than he was 
making it up the turns of the fire escape. Below, Matt 
clattered up after him, relentless in his speed. Remy felt the 
breath catch in his lungs, felt a faint tremble in his limbs. It 
wasn't just the exertion, it was the guilt. The strain. He 
hardened himself, looking around for an escape. 

 There. Across the way. He just might make it. He saw 
the building two stories lower than where he was now. He 
leaned back against the wall and focused himself, then he 
took one monstrous bounding step and he was off the railing 
of the fire escape, sailing through the air. 

 He managed to land with a roll, scraping along the 
roofing tar. He felt sharp pain all over as he landed and slid. 
Then he lay still for a moment panting. They wouldn't be 
able to make that jump. There was no way. He managed to 
roll to his feet. 

 Not twenty feet away, Blade waited for him. 

 Remy settled into a fighting stance. Blade slowly smiled, 
a vicious and unpleasant expression. He slowly drew a 
straight, bright blade; Remy recognized the ninja to. 

 Another shuriken slammed into his forearm. He swore 
with the suddenness of the pain, turning to see Elektra 
clinging to the edge of the building. In spite of himself, he 
admired her accuracy over distance with a very short range 
weapon. But then he realized that the diversion had worked 
as he spun to face Blade-- 

 Who was now just a blur of motion. Remy felt the hard 
fist snap across his head with incredible force, hurling him to 
the edge of the building to smack against the low wall there. 
Blade crouched on him. Remy snatched at him, charging 
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power squirming in his fingertips. Then Blade's fist jabbed at 
him and everything went dark… 

 

 Remy regained consciousness with Blade, Elektra, and 
Matt standing over him. He took a moment to blink and 
wished he hadn't; his head was on fire with pain. He 
struggled to sit up, and Elektra put her foot on his shoulder 
and pinned him to the ground. 

 "Dis de trial, den?" he said defiantly. 

 "No," Elektra said coldly. "The sentencing." Remy 
noticed Matt's head incline towards her, even if she didn't. 
"What did you do and why?" 

 "I killed Stick," Remy snapped. "Jus like I did in eighty 
tree, only dis time I hope it work better." 

 Elektra's face was set in a mask of fury. "Who hired 
you," she asked calmly. 

 "It wasn't a hire," Remy said. "I had to do it. I don 
know who it was dat make me do dis. De devil, I tink." 

 "Can't say I didn't warn you," Elektra said. She knelt by 
him, raising her hand, her fingers set in a claw. Blade held 
him as he struggled, still groggy. Elektra focused on his chest. 

 "Wait," said a leathery old voice. 

 Everyone on the roof glanced up in shock to see the 
ancient man standing on the edge of the roof. His baggy coat 
was unsinged, his trousers no dirtier than usual, the knit cap 
pulled over his unruly white hair. Stick grinned. "That'll do. 
Good technique, though," he nodded to Elektra. 

 "Y-you're alive," Remy stuttered. 

 "Release him," Stick said with a gesture. They did. The 
four stood facing Stick, astonished. 

 Stick tapped his stick on the roof. "This was a play," he 
said absently. "We all had our parts, and we had to act them 
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out to the end. However," he added, raising a hard and grimy 
finger, "we have the power to change the end once our part 
is done." 

 "So who went in to the boiler room?" Remy 
interrupted, rage simmering in his gut. 

 "Nobody," Stick shrugged. "You imagined you were not 
alone." He grinned. "Just like last time." 

 "Why?" Remy demanded, pain in his head forgotten as 
anger churned through him. "Why did you let me tink I killed 
you?" Remy's fury rose, and his eyes blurred with unshed 
tears as he trembled. 

 "I needed to disappear," Stick said simply. "You were 
the perfect choice to let that happen. Considering what you 
were trying to do," he added sternly, "you have no right to 
play victim. You deserved to feel guilty. That was a very bad 
thing you thought you did." 

 "It was dat or explode," Remy said fiercely. 

 "That's your fault too, isn't it," Stick said calmly. "But 
now you get to repay your debt. First I'll take care of that 
inconvenience for you." He took a swift step towards Remy. 

 Before Remy could react, Stick touched his shoulder, 
his side, his leg, his face. Remy staggered back, blinking. 

 "For the first time ever," Stick said to him, "your power 
is yours alone to control." 

 Remy was speechless. 

 Stick turned to the group. "Now is the time for all my 
students, new and old, to band together. There's something 
out there, Bo is just the messenger. It is time to train, to take 
the battle to the foe, and to win. Blade," he said, nodding to 
the silent warrior. "Bo. Silent. Shadow. It is time to make a 
pact. A pact in blood," he added solemnly, producing a small 
knife. "You must swear to go with me, to the end, to the 
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source, and do battle. Even if you don't know what that 
means yet. It is vital that you swear it to me." 

 Blade stepped forward. "I swear," he said. Stick cut the 
heel of his hand, and the heel of Blade's hand. They pressed 
their blood together. Remy hesitated. 

 "I forgive you," Stick said to him. "You need to do 
this." 

 Remy let Stick cut his hand. "I swear." His voice was 
rough. He pressed his hand to Stick's smeary hand. 

"I swear." Silent cut her own hand and gripped her 
teacher's hand. They all turned to Matt. The lawyer stood 
motionless. 

 "Matt," Stick said in a gentle voice. "I need you." 

 Matt was so stunned he didn't even feel the slit of the 
knife across his hand. "I swear," he said numbly. 

 The pact was forged. 

 "It is done," Stick said with a huge gap-toothed smile. 
"Let's go to the bar and celebrate." 

 

CHAPTER SIX 

 A quick round of drinks, and Stick was already sharking 
people over at the pool table. Currently, he was losing. Matt 
felt surreal in the hot bar, in the fog of cigarette smoke. He 
had not had a beer in years, and the one he just drank did not 
sit well with him. He knew it would be his last. In the corner, 
Blade sat in the dark booth unmoving, seeing everything. 
Remy leaned against the bar, smoking, idly re-wrapping the 
bandage on his hand. 

 "Come on," Elektra said, pulling him out on the dance 
floor. He let her drag him out, and he listened to the 
twanging of country under what was otherwise 
indistinguishable from rock n roll. He made a half-hearted 
effort, but he was tired and sore from his run with Remy. 
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Elektra gave up and led him to a booth, where they sat. He 
leaned back against the thin cushioning of the seat, just glad 
to sit. 

 "We need to get Blade a new wardrobe," Elektra noted. 
"Something leather, I think." 

 "Sure," Matt said, feeling exhausted and drained from 
much more than the chase. Elektra looked at him for a long 
moment, then examined her hands on the table. 

 Elektra sighed. "Do you need to be in touch with 
insurance or anything about your building?" she asked. 

 He waved that away. "I guess there are benefits to being 
on Fisk's good side," he said. "I placed one phone call. All 
that will be taken care of." He shifted uncomfortably, longing 
for a new topic. "What's on your mind?" he asked, making 
conversation. 

 "Stick knew Blade was coming," Elektra said, her voice 
low. Matt blinked and sat up. 

 "What? How do you know?" 

 "He had two black lacquer cases with black and silver 
blades. Maybe they're his, and he thought of them when he 
named Blade. But I don't think so." She sipped her fizzing 
coke. 

 Matt waited, newly wary. 

 "There's so much I don't understand," Elektra said in a 
distant voice. "Why didn't Stick tell us about Remy? Why not 
tell us he was supposed to be dead, so keep our mouths 
shut?" 

 "I don't know," Matt said. 

 "I do," she said decisively. He raised his eyebrows in 
surprise, feeling the ache in his head as he did so. "I figured it 
out when I saw the expression on his face when he found 
out he'd been tricked. It didn't faze Stick one bit."' 

 "Not much does," Matt observed. 
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 Elektra took another sip. "We aren't just his students, 
Matt. We're his tools. His weapons. He has an agenda, and 
we're slotted into it." She glanced over at him. "We're not 
people to him. We're means, not ends." 

 In the moment of quiet between songs, they heard the 
gentle tap and knock of all the pool balls sinking in an 
elaborate pattern. They also heard the grunting of some very 
displeased locals. Stick wasn't wasting time fleecing them 
tonight. 

 "What do you mean?" Matt said. "Where are you going 
with this?" And why tell me, he wondered to himself. 

 "Remy. Stick needed to disappear, so he used Remy. He 
could have stabilized Remy's energy back then, but he didn't. 
Why not? For one, he needed to die. For another, he 
probably knew that when whoever sent Remy the first time 
found out he was still alive, he'd send Remy again. So he left 
Remy in the service of the enemy because he could control 
him." She sipped her drink, glancing around. 

"Once he did that, then he got you. You were his 
Chosen one. You know what you were Chosen for? I spent a 
lot of time thinking about that. He Chose you, Matt," she 
said relentlessly, "to replace him. Think about it. Both blind. 
Both gifted with incredible senses and physical ability. Both 
intelligent. Coincidence? He found you young; lucky for him, 
wouldn't you say? Matt, your weapon of choice is the stick. 
He chose you to be him." She looked away. "How were you 
blinded, Matt? You never told me." 

 "What about you?" Matt demanded. "If he has a master 
plan--" he stopped abruptly. 

 Elektra nodded slightly. "He needed something to hold 
you. You were a restless kid, disciplined but with limits. He 
took me on for one reason, as much as I want to flatter 
myself. He took me in to keep you at his side." Her eyes were 
luminous, but he couldn't see them in the darkness that 
surrounded him. "You left anyway. Not just the training, but 
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him. Me. And that was hard for all of us." She looked down 
at the table. "We weren't named for weapons, Matt. He didn't 
name us, so we picked our own." 

 "How do you know he didn't name me Shadow?" Matt 
asked, surprised. 

 "A shadow is a medium, he names his students for tools 
and weapons." She shrugged. "I took on the name Silent 
because it described me, and it was what I wanted to be more 
than anything else. So no one could hear my pain, I suppose. 
Teenagers," she said with a smile that was hard on her face. 

 Matt waited as she gathered herself to continue. 

 "True to his plan," she said, picking up the thread, "he 
knew that if I was out there, sooner or later you would bring 
me back to him, and that would re-establish contact. He 
treated me just exactly how he needed to so I would leave 
him, go out in the big bad world and get in enough trouble to 
need your help. And it was critical that he not be connected 
to me. Had to be a subtle touch or you'd smell the trap." She 
looked at him, her eyes roving his shocked face. "He read us 
like books, Matt. In the end," she added, her eyes straying to 
the bar, "you were too strong and he needed me for 
something different." 

 "This is not my fault," Matt said through nerveless lips, 
trying to deny what she was saying and failing. 

 "Hush," she said softly. "I didn't say it was. You're just a 
part of this. I just want you to know what you're getting into. 
That old ninja has something up his sleeve, something big 
enough to play all his trumps." She smiled to herself. "How 
can you choose lawyering over this?" 

 "I have to," he said promptly. "Otherwise I tumble back 
down into a warped and twisted world where what you just 
told me makes perfect sense. No," he said, leaning back. "I 
have to be part time, live in both worlds." 
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 "Then," she said in a soft voice so cutting it was 
exquisite in its pain, "you must have eyes only for your 
secretary." She stood and left him, walked out of the bar and 
into the steamy night. 

 Matt's senses reeled, but they still followed her out until 
the door shut between them. He let out a breath he had not 
realized he was holding. He lowered his head into his hands. 

 Stick approached the table, tucking a wad of money into 
his pocket. "Anything to say?" he asked as he sat down. 

 "I think she pegged it all pretty spot on," Matt said, his 
voice emotionless. 

 "So do I," Stick nodded. "I'm impressed." He finished 
Elektra's coke and wiped his mouth with the back of his 
hand. "Still, you did swear the blood pact. It's too late to 
back out now." 

 "That's true," Matt nodded. "But this time we work 
together on my terms, not yours. I won't give up my normal 
life for this." 

 There was a moment of silence, then Stick shrugged. 
"Suit yourself," he said, and he stood and left the bar. 

 Matt sat for a long moment, then he got to his feet and 
tapped his way across the floor with his cane. Remy finished 
his cigarette as Matt walked by. The blind lawyer hesitated. 

 "You still here?" he said a bit acidly. 

 "Oh yes," Remy said with a crooked grin and cold eyes. 
"I tink you make a great Stick. Someting about de eyes," he 
said with a gesture towards his face. 

 "What about Skids and Leech?" Matt asked sharply. 
"Kill them too?" 

 "No," Remy said, pushed back to the defensive. "Sent 
dem away. I can't get dem involved in tings like dis. Dey're 
bedder off on dere own." He shifted uncomfortably. 
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 "Maybe we all are," Matt said to himself, turning away 
from Remy. 

 Remy followed him closely out of the bar. "Maybe so, 
m'sieu, maybe so. But den again, maybe it be safer to stick 
togedder, no?" 

 

 As they walked down the street, a shadow in an alley 
across the way watched them go. The shadow thought it 
over; kill them now or report back? A decision; the shadow 
faded into the other shadows. The pieces were merely 
rearranged.  

 The game wasn't over yet. 


